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Front cover photo: Scientists collect water samples at the edge
of the sea ice on Antarctica. Donette Swain stands behind to
make sure the rope safety system works. She and her husband,
Todd Swain, worked as search-and-rescue field coordinators
last year. See the Swains’ story on page 8. TODD SWAIN
Back cover photo: In winter, the screech owl
( Megascops asio) blends in with gray bark in
Odiorne Point State Park, Rye, New Hampshire.
JERRY AND MARCY MONKMAN/ECOPHOTOGRAPHY
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The Long Way Home

The Last Few Steps

M

y mother had a goal, which I knew she would not forget,
because she is a very determined woman. She does not want to live
in a wheelchair, but her brain won’t let her move in the way she still expects.
That day she wanted just to get dressed, so that she could attend a family
graduation party for her granddaughter Shannon. We must plan and execute
the steps carefully. I coached, and my mother responded as if she were in
training. Together we would get her standing. It was just like climbing a big
mountain for the first time. Mom was pushing beyond what she normally
could do.
I would help. I bent over her as she got ready. We leaned together, straining
muscles. A few deep breaths. “OK. Let’s do it. One, two, three.” Our objective was that we’d get her higher—stepping up, using all of our remaining
energy. I leaned down more and grabbed onto Mom’s right arm and shoulder.
I said, “Believe.”
In a burst of energy, she moved partway. Almost.
“Shannon is counting on you.”
And up she went. She stood up.
For a moment I could forget that the majority of my mother’s hours those
days included frustration, anger, demands that we get her out of there and
take her home. Home—a goal less attainable for her than the top of Mount
Washington.
We often tell her that if she works on getting stronger, then we can see
about the next step. How many times have I told myself this on a long hike?
I peer up through sunrays on an incline, hoping they mark the trees thinning
out and the beginning of the alpine zone. I try not to think about the actual
top, my objective. I try instead to take one step and then another. Maybe my
own sense of ambition will carry me forward. Or perhaps these assumptions
stand in my way, blocking my appreciation of those tiny spruce branches
brushing against my right elbow.
Usually I reach the top, but my mother rarely does anymore.

6 Appalachia
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A small rock holds up the big rock on Middle Sugarloaf Mountain, in the White
Mountains of New Hampshire. CHRISTINE WOODSIDE

“I just have to retrain my brain,” my mother announced a few months
ago. “I will walk again. I just have to work on the brain.” I listened politely.
And dreamed of getting out onto a mountain.
A few weeks later, my sister, Annie, my niece Shannon, and I clustered
around Mom at the door to a restaurant where we’d just eaten. Annie opened
the car door. Shannon flanked the wheelchair’s right side. I stepped in front
of my mother and wrapped my arms around her. I tensed every muscle and
together we rose.
“We’re dancing,” I gasped, desperately.
And this woman who nudged me up my first mountain a half-century ago
began singing. “Shall we dance?”
“Ha, let’s sing!” I panted.
“Shall we then say, ‘Goodnight and I mean goodbye?’” It’s a song from
“The King and I.” “When the last little star has left the sky, shall we still
be together?”
—Christine Woodside
Editor-in-Chief
winter/spring 2019 7
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Working as a Mountaineer
in Antarctica
40 years in the making
Todd and Donette Swain

8 Appalachia
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Editor’s note: Todd and Donette Swain wrote this piece together. The narrator
is Todd.

C

irca 1977 I asked Marc Levesque for help in climbing,
which I’d just started. I was 17 and lived in New Hampshire. Marc
chaired the mountaineering section of the Appalachian Mountain Club’s
New Hampshire Chapter. My time with him and other members laid the
foundation for decades of climbing adventures all over the world.
Marc told me he had worked in Antarctica. Not only had he lived through
the challenging conditions of austral summer, he had stayed through a long
winter season. I had never heard of anyone visiting the far-flung continent, let
alone working there. I immediately added working in Antarctica to my life list.
For the next 39 years, I led what many would call an adventurous life.
I guided climbers all over the northeastern United States, Scotland, and
California. I worked as a climbing ranger in the Shawangunks in New York,
a favorite haunt of AMC climbers from every chapter. I worked as a ranger
and in other capacities for the National Park Service for 29 years. Throughout,
I continued to climb and seek adventure on six of the seven continents.
In 2015, my wife, Donette, and I went climbing in Alaska, where we
met Alasdair Turner, who told us he was splitting his year between guiding
in Alaska and working in Antarctica as a field safety coordinator (that is, a
mountaineer). Suddenly my desire to go to Antarctica revived. Armed with
information from Alasdair, I applied for a field safety coordinator position for
the 2016–2017 austral summer (which coincides with North America’s winter).
Scientists who study glaciers need field safety coordinators to keep them from
falling into crevasses. A mountaineer working with glacier teams in Antarctica
must pass background, dental, and physical checks.
The National Science Foundation oversees the U.S. Antarctic Program.
NSF staffers, contract workers, and military personnel do all the logistical
work to operate the U.S. scientific field studies in Antarctica. Scientists must
propose their research projects at least five years before they go. They must

Crews use heavy equipment for crevasse rescue training. Some of these operators later
drove from McMurdo Station to the South Pole. TODD SWAIN

winter/spring 2019 9

Appalachia_WS2019_FINAL_REV.indd 9

10/26/18 10:34 AM

plan their logistical needs, including equipment, food, fuel, lodging, transportation, and support staff. Glacier teams ask for field safety coordinators
or expert climbers, and they request support staffers who will feed, house,
and equip them for their field trips. NSF therefore hires cooks, dishwashers,
electricians, information technology experts, medical staff, plumbers, power
plant operators, wastewater treatment plant employees, and many others.*
The fieldwork usually requires helicopters, which require air traffic
controllers, cargo crew, mechanics, and pilots. If a science group is camping
near its research site, group members need sleeping bags, tents, and all
the other winter camping equipment for the coldest place on Earth. The
Berg Field Center (BFC) staff at McMurdo Station issues all of this gear.
The scientists analyze and test their field samples in the 46,000-square-foot
Crary Lab at McMurdo.
In late summer 2016, a hiring official, Bija Sass, contacted me. Bija, a veteran at that time of fourteen seasons at McMurdo, described the station as an
“industrial town” or a “mining town,” not some idyllic alpine village. Residential life she described as a strange cross between a college dorm and a retirement community. She did not promise that I could spend any time in the
field away from McMurdo. Wilderness trips depended on what the scientists
that season were doing. After an extensive interview, Bija offered me a job to
start in late October and run through mid-February. I would spend the austral
summer in Antarctica. Even though I said “yes,” I was quite conflicted; I badly
wanted to go but also very much wanted to share the experience with Donette,
who had not been offered a position.
I accepted the job and began the pre-qualification process, as they called it:
medical and dental exams and reams of paper to complete about IT security,
confidentiality, drug testing, safety equipment, and so forth. In the early 1980s,
I had obtained my emergency medical technician certification while a member
of the Mountain Rescue Service in North Conway, New Hampshire. I had
maintained that EMT certification throughout the years and was thankful,
because I needed it now.
Everything was moving along well when, less than two weeks to go before
departure, two doctors gave my 90-year-old father a prognosis of “short weeks
to live.” Antarctica was not to be in 2016. Donette and I spent the year helping
*For more on the life of seasonal workers in Antarctica, see Appalachia Winter/Spring 2010 for
two articles about life “on the ice,” Christine Woodside, “Wanted: Austral Summer Workers,”
51 no. 1, pages 8–15; and Sally Manikian, “South Pole, North Country,” 51 no. 1, pages 16–28.
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my folks move out of their home of 50 years and getting their affairs in order.
As an only child, it was my obligation, and thankfully, Donette was there
100 percent.
My father recovered, and we reapplied for the 2017–2018 season. The NSF
offered me a field safety coordinator job again; Donette would work for BFC.
And then another wrinkle developed. In late July, Donette tore the meniscus
root in her knee. Surgery fixed the problem, but there was no way she could
pass the physical exam to go to Antarctica three months later. I was reluctant
to go without my partner, but she insisted that I do. And so, in mid-October
2017, 40 years after meeting Marc Levesque, I landed on the sunny ice runway
at McMurdo.
NSF hires at least four or five field safety coordinators each year,
adding others if more fieldwork enters higher-risk terrain. Our unit would be
the U.S. Antarctic Program’s search-and-rescue team. We would respond 24
hours a day, seven days a week, anywhere on the continent. Each of us would
teach survival and field classes in skills such as setting up tents, making snow
shelters, using GPS units, using a Gamow bag (in the event of altitude sickness), and glacier travel/crevasse rescue techniques. We also would monitor
established travel routes on glaciers and sea ice for hazards and accompany
field groups if they had to work near cliffs, crevasses, or the sea-ice edge.
Most mountaineers who work in Antarctica previously guided groups on
such peaks as Mount Rainier or Denali. One of my coworkers had guided a
client up Mount Everest. The search-and-rescue coordinator, John Loomis,
had parachuted out of planes to rescue downed pilots, sometimes behind
enemy lines, for the U.S. Air Force. He also had worked for the National Park
Service as part of the rescue team at Denali National Park.
I knew practically nothing about how this amazingly complicated
Antarctic program functioned. The first few weeks I drowned in information
about policies, procedures, people’s names, and the locations of offices and
supplies. I also got some bad news two weeks after I’d arrived in Antarctica.
Despite a stable prognosis, my 91-year-old father had died. My dad had always
supported my adventures. When I’d first told him I would be working in
Antarctica, he’d shaken his head and chuckled. “That’ll be another chapter for
your book,” he said. After numerous conversations with my mother, Donette,
and others, we decided I would stay through the season rather than return
to New Hampshire, where my parents lived. So many of my colleagues in
Antarctica missed their families’ significant life events. If we left the ice for
winter/spring 2019 11
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births, deaths, weddings, and other milestones, we likely would not be able to
return that season.
I headed out onto the sea ice for the first time about a week after I landed.
I felt as if I had dropped into another world. I drove a snowmobile across a
frozen ocean, knowing that the water below the ice measured hundreds or
thousands of feet deep. I tried not to think about the fact that, despite the
government’s best efforts, various bulldozers, tractors, and trucks had broken
through the sea ice in the past, sometimes killing workers.
The scientists needed to travel across the relatively flat sea ice to reach their
research spots. We field safety coordinators examined these routes and marked
them with flags, usually at 100-meter (about 91-yard) intervals. We monitored
cracks in the ice, its thickness, and temperatures at various depths. We compiled all of this data into a weekly sea ice report distributed throughout the
U.S. Antarctic Program and to the nearby New Zealand station, Scott Base.
On my first trip onto the sea ice, I gained great insight into why we flag routes.
As we headed back to McMurdo that day, visibility dropped to 100 yards or
less. We could barely see from one flag to the next. Without the flags, we
would have had to rely on a GPS unit to navigate. This is easier said than done
from a snowmobile, wearing a helmet with a face shield while the spindrift
blew horizontally at 50 miles per hour. If you were to lose the flag line and had
no GPS or one with dead batteries, you’d have no idea where you were in this
great expanse of white.
Each of my twenty trips onto the sea ice transported me into that
surreal, frozen wonderland. At times, dozens of emperor or Adélie penguins
surrounded us. They had no fear, waddling up to within a foot or two of us.
We sometimes saw orcas or a minke whale swim by. On one trip, I helped
scientists capture a seal and move it across open cracks in the sea ice to a safer
spot for study. Beyond the edge of the sea ice lay the water, dark and deadly
cold, just at the freezing point. I thought of what falling in might feel like.
Our job was to keep scientists from tumbling in if they were gathering data
at the ice’s edge.
Five of my field assignments with researchers took us to the Dry Valleys.
These valleys, across the sound from McMurdo, resemble some other planet.
Consequently, all sorts of scientists study the valleys for clues about Mars and
other distant orbs. In the harsh conditions of the Dry Valleys’ glaciers and soils
live microbial life forms that somehow survive.
One Dry Valley assignment was to the Wright Valley, home of Don Juan
Pond. This small tarn is one of the most saline bodies of water on Earth.
12 Appalachia
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It is so salty that it doesn’t freeze, even during the long Antarctic winter when
temperatures dip to 30 or 40 Fahrenheit below zero. Despite the high salinity,
tiny creatures manage to live along the edges of the pond, somehow thriving
in the extreme cold and six months of almost total darkness.
The scientific group I accompanied to Don Juan Pond was trying to determine why this body of water was so salty. The theory was that the salts were
concentrating as they moved down the canyon walls toward the pond. To see
if this theory was correct, the group contemplated descending the cliffs, scree,
and talus from canyon rim to floor. We examined the lower half of the slope,
which included a 200-foot-high cliff and nearly 1,500 feet of 30- to 50-degree
angled terrain. After our reconnaissance visit, it was ultimately decided that
sampling in less steep areas would achieve the same result.
Four more times, we accompanied research teams onto glaciers in the
Dry Valleys—in all, five glaciers in three valleys. To prepare, we studied satellite and aerial images and previous trip reports, and we talked to people
who had visited those areas. I developed
a sense of what I might encounter, and I
talked through various scenarios with the
scientists before we left.
As we flew in the helicopter to the
glacier, I spoke with the pilot. Sometimes
the plane had to make several passes to
make sure we would not land on top of
a crevasse. This actually had happened a
few years ago. A helicopter pilot landed
on a glacier, stepped out of the helicopter, and immediately fell into a crevasse,
where he died.
Once on the ground, policy required
that we check communications with the
helicopter before it departed. We also
had to reconfirm our pickup time and
location and that we had the appropriate
number of survival bags with us. Once the
helicopter departed, we were enveloped The GPS shows the circuitous flight
in complete and total silence. There were pattern as the helicopter makes several
no birds chirping, no insects, no traffic attempts to find a safe landing place
sounds, and no jetliners flying overhead. on the glacier. TODD SWAIN
winter/spring 2019 13
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Helicopters and field time are scarce resources, so after a quick review of safety
issues and the work plan, we were off to get as much science done as possible.
As incredible an experience as I was having, I missed Donette. And to our
great joy, a short-term field coordinator job opened up in early December.
Donette had recovered from her knee injury and would have to go through
the pre-qualification process fast. Early in January, she landed at McMurdo.
We were both in Antarctica!
Donette immediately began the extraordinary training schedule
we’d all done. She took a course in Antarctic field safety—one of the courses
I taught—where we worked on how to make decisions in extreme conditions.
She learned how to support scientists by issuing, repairing, and inventorying anything they might need in the field: stoves, sleeping bags, tents, ice
drills, tables, coffee makers, radios, satellite phones, rock hammers, board
games, food, sleds, extension cords, and more. Among the many skills she
had to pick up quickly, Donette studied how to rig sling loads for helicopters
to transport gear and waste from the field camps. The loads must hang under

Todd and Donette Swain on a trip to the sea-ice edge, where they assisted scientists who
collected ocean water samples. COURTESY OF TODD SWAIN
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the craft. She could attach a load of gear to a hook on the underside of a hovering helicopter for transport back to McMurdo.
One day, Donette and I accompanied a group of scientists to the sea-ice
edge so that they would be safe. After determining the ice was thick enough,
the helicopter landed. Donette and I established ice anchors to which we
pre-rigged two haul systems. The scientists, Donette, and I all were tied in to
the anchor. We were so busy that not until the last moment did we notice an
orca swimming within 5 feet of us. It was a thrilling moment.
Everyone in McMurdo rooms with one to three roommates. Once
Donette arrived, we shared a room. The bathrooms were between rooms or
down hallways. We watched a couple news stations and movies on the largescreen television in the lounges. The lounges had slow satellite-run internet
connections. Even downloading a newspaper to read later was a chore. That
said, we were glad we could keep in touch with our families and friends by
phone and internet.
Contrast this with what Marc Levesque experienced a few decades ago.
VHS or Betamax tapes hadn’t yet been invented, there was no internet, and the
only communication with the outside world was via ham radio. I remember
Marc telling me that he played a lot of ping-pong the year he wintered over.
We ate all our meals at McMurdo in a central dining hall. The galley crew
numbered about 40 during the summer and prepared four meals per day. (In
addition to the regular three meals, a meal is served at midnight for the night
shift.) The food was varied and plentiful. We regularly ate meals with a wide
variety of people—from scientists to construction workers to military members. There was always fascinating dinnertime conversation as people shared
their unique and plentiful experiences from around the globe. The galley staff
went all out for Thanksgiving and Christmas with a huge spread of traditional
holiday fare and baked goods. On Thanksgiving, they cooked and served 900
pounds of turkey and 500 pounds of ham!
Not far from McMurdo, four explorer huts dating to the early 1900s still
stand. Explorers such as Robert Falcon Scott and Ernest Shackleton used them.
The huts are similar in size to some of the AMC huts in the White Mountains but more austere. The Discovery Hut, which stands a short walk from
McMurdo, stocks something no AMC hut does: seal meat. The last occupants
of the Discovery Hut killed seals for food, and because the conditions are so
dry and cold, hundreds of pounds of the meat lie frozen on the floor.

winter/spring 2019 15
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We left McMurdo in February during the mad, controlled scramble of austral summer workers leaving and austral winter people arriving. The last flight
before that dark winter closes in took off in mid-February. We left behind
50 or so who would live without outside support for the next several months.
We boarded a C-17 aircraft with Kiwis and Americans followed by a
well-strapped-down helicopter returning to Christchurch, New Zealand.
Somewhere over the ocean, we looked out the small windows of the plane,
and I saw my first sunset in four months.
Family and friends frequently ask if we enjoyed our time in Antarctica.
Our response has been that working at McMurdo was a dream come true. I
owe a big thanks to Marc Levesque and AMC for kindling the idea oh-somany years ago.

When Todd and Donette Swain aren’t on a climbing trip to some
far-flung destination, they split their time between Joshua Tree and Bishop,
California. Donette worked as an outdoor instructor before moving into the
classroom and then becoming a principal. Todd worked as a climbing guide
before becoming a ranger and then a special agent for the National Park
Service. Both have written for Appalachia previously.
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Nov. 25
Madison
Dear Ones—this post-Thanksgiving morning
the red-tailed hawk—rusty-streaked, thin,
curved beak—landed on our deck with a packet
in his claws—one of our juncos, perhaps,
or a mouse—as the squirrels and sparrows fled;
and he looked at us with his sideways eye,
eating our breakfast of pumpkin pie—then
rose to fly through the arborvitae trunks
to some high branch where his breakfast,
too, could be made, his eye fixed on the sky.
Robin Chapman

Robin Chapman is the author of nine poetry books, most recently Six True Things
(Tebot Bach, 2016). She is recipient of Appalachia’s 2010 Poetry Prize. Her poems
have appeared recently in Flyway, Poetry East, and Terrain, among other journals.
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Never Too Late
How not to climb a glaciated peak
Nicholas Reynolds
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R

etired but still full of energy, my wife enrolled in
acupuncture school above a food co-op 75 miles north of Seattle
when she was 59. I was 61 and had never stopped dreaming about climbing
a glaciated peak in the Pacific Northwest. The brochures had been sitting
on the coffee table since 1987! Becky’s initiative moved me one step closer
to doing something about those blue-tinted pictures of the jagged peaks in
North Cascades National Park. I’m a hiker, not a mountaineer, but I thrilled
to the exotic activities I was reading about: glacier travel, crevasse rescue,
expeditionary climbing.
The first hurdle was distance. We live just outside the other Washington—
D.C.—where we had both worked for the federal government. Becky chose
Middle Way Acupuncture Institute and planned to commute from one
Washington to the other once a month for a few days for three years. I saw
my chance and traveled west with her one November weekend. I visited the
acupuncture school, ate an organic meal at the busy co-op alongside the
bearded and tattooed regulars, then went in search of an outfitter that I will
call Cascadian Climbing and Guiding. There I found friendly, hyper-fit young
men in their 20s and 30s. They were hardly effusive—I suspected that they
lived to climb, not talk. But they were willing to help the aging Easterner:
“Yes, we offer courses for beginners as well as seasoned climbers. What would
you like to know?” My problem was that I didn’t know what to ask beyond,
“When is the best time to climb in the Cascades? What do I need to prepare?”
During that winter and spring, I had an on-again, off-again, long-distance
relationship with the guide service. I decided to sign up for a short course, a
three-day climb of Mount Baker, the glaciated peak that stands some 10,000
feet above Skagit Valley. The process went something like this: email to ask
about spaces, fill out forms, send in check, get check back (course full), get
lucky (course added), write another check. In the two months or so between
registering and climbing, I did what I could to get fit, assembled the gear I
thought I needed, and bought a ticket to go West with Becky for a few days
at the end of July and the beginning of August—said to be the best time of
the year for climbing Baker.
On one of the clear, white-wine summer mornings that year after
year call us back to the Pacific Northwest, Becky dropped me off around
7 a.m. at Cascadian’s unpretentious but functional headquarters. Soon I met
The author at 6,000 feet, having survived a trek that many consider a pleasant day hike.
COURTESY OF NICHOLAS REYNOLDS
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the guides I’ll call Bob and Bentley. Bob was the 30-something lead who
watched and listened as his students from both coasts assembled. Bentley
was the 20-something climber who would assist him. Bob looked a little like
Casey Affleck approaching middle age. Bentley looked like the young Sean
Penn. Bob was measured in his speech and movements—he paused before
answering questions—while Bentley came across as energetic, even impulsive,
with shoulders drawn back and choppy arm gestures. For a climber, Bentley
talked a lot, not surprisingly about climbing and fitness, which I guessed were
more important to him than teaching or guiding, not an unusual mindset.
He told us that he wanted to be a “dirtbag.”*
I will never forget some of the other clients: the banker from North
Carolina who came West every year to climb one of the many peaks in the
Cascades—arriving the day before, flying out the day after unless there was a
convenient red-eye the same day; the Russian-born anesthesiologist and his
wife from the East Coast, both tall and thin like ultramarathoners, crackling
with energy, wit, and intelligence; a father-son team, the father about 40, his
body starting to relax into middle age while his son was striding energetically
into his early teens. Bob told us to pair up and parceled out such shared
gear as tents, stoves, and ropes—to spread common burdens. I was paired
with a young man from Washington State. Maybe 20 years old, he looked
friendly but said little. The young man was happy to share, but some of his
gear seemed to me like state-of-the-art for 1962, not 2012. I guessed his twoman tent weighed at least ten pounds, impossibly heavy by current standards.
I strapped it to my pack and hefted it into the back of a van.
The two dented and dirty vans might once have been white, but the best
they could now manage was off-white with streaks of mud. They moved east
and north, from the Seattle suburbs and coastal plain toward the park. With
the exceptions of the husband-wife and father-son teams, none of us had ever
met before that morning, and no one said much during the two- to threehour trip. We drove in silence alongside a clear, cold-looking river, past broad
swatches of partly deforested hillsides, the bald acres interspersed with acres
of forest. After the four-lane interstate tapered to a two-lane state highway,
we found ourselves on a winding dirt road. Now we gained altitude fast,
*This made no sense to me until I found out that the word refers to those who care about
climbing and little else—including cleanliness. The most famous dirtbag was the late Fred
Beckey, who shunned creature comforts and lived to climb, pioneering many routes in the
Pacific Northwest.
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Mount Baker

Mount Baker rises in North Cascades National Park in northwest Washington.
LARRY GARLAND/APPALACHIAN MOUNTAIN CLUB

eventually parking the vans at around 3,000 feet, and got ready to climb
3,000 more feet to base camp.
It was deceptively cool in the shade of the tall trees around the trailhead.
When I strapped on my pack, I knew immediately that I was carrying more,
far more—at least 15 to 20 pounds more—than I had ever carried during
my haphazard two months of training on the small hills near our house in
Virginia (elevation about 25 feet above sea level) and in the stairwells of a
local five-story parking garage (often enough to attract the attention of building security). With food and water, the load weighed 40 to 45 pounds. That
started the internal monologue: I could tolerate this for a few hours, and once
we got to 6,000 feet, I would not have to carry the load any higher. It did not
matter that, at 62, I was 15 to 40 years older than the other climbers, or that I
weighed in at over 180, putting me in a weight class by myself on that day. I
was not fat, exactly, but neither was I lean and muscular. Like many men my
age, I had been slow to acknowledge that my waist had gone from 32 to 36
over the past couple of decades. Still, I had always powered through physical
challenges, usually without suffering anything worse than a sprained ankle.
I was never an athlete, never fast and competitive and triumphant, but I was
no couch potato either.
The first hour was tolerable. Bob, our senior guide, led us onto a broad
trail, worn smooth from years of use. The trail angled gently upward in the
dense, leafy forest. Where the terrain was a little steeper, the switchbacks were
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lazy at first. The two stream crossings were at stunning places, over water
rushing down the mountain, but we scrambled easily along a fallen tree or
hopped from one rock to the next. By the second hour I was sweating heavily, starting to pull at my straps to get the weight off, first one shoulder for a
few seconds and then the other. By now the vegetation was thinner, the tall
deciduous trees giving way to progressively smaller evergreens and inviting
sunlight onto the trail.
By the third hour, I had slipped to the back of the pack, where the junior
guide Bentley was acting as sweep, charged with making sure no one fell
behind him. I kept moving, but ever more slowly, and soon Bentley (one of
the younger members of the group) and I (the oldest by far) became our own
subgroup. Even today, years later, I vividly remember my thoughts. I imagined that Bentley could barely conceal his frustration at my pace. We were
falling behind the rest of the pack. His body language seemed to shout, “Stop
holding me back!” When he spoke he didn’t ask, “How are you doing?” or say,
“It’s only another mile,” or “Let me take some of the group gear from you.”
Instead he offered from behind a piece of advice I did not want to hear: “All
you have to do is put one foot in front of the other.” Though I was paying for
his company, I said nothing.
Of course, Bentley had only met me a few hours earlier and could not read
my thoughts. He could not know that, when I needed to speak up or actively
decide something, I all too often said or did nothing. Here I might have told
him to leave me the hell alone, no one needed to tell me how to walk. Or,
more positively, I might have asked for his help, or rest periods, or something
like energy gel, which I had neglected to bring. (Instead I carried a heavy
pouch of homemade salmon chowder from the co-op.)
As we emerged from the trees onto Heliotrope Ridge, the trail ran to scree,
not unlike a bed of uneven ball bearings two inches deep in some places. The
small stones gave way when I stepped on them. I had to take an extra step or
two to gain purchase and continue upward. The added effort sapped more of
my energy as we moved into the third hour of climbing. I had almost nothing
left over for the glorious scenery. Alpine flowers grew close to the ground on
either side of the trail. They bloomed red, lavender, yellow, and white, tiny
petals stretching for acres in the bright sunshine. Uphill, the gently rounded,
snow-covered peak glistened in the distance. Downhill, the stands of evergreens made their own dignified statement.
After about four hours, I saw my reward for all this effort: a rocky plateau
named Hogsback Ridge. We continued to walk upward until we were almost
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at the Coleman-Deming Glacier, which just looked like a big snow-covered
hill that extended at a gradient of about 30 degrees as far as I could see, up
to a ridge a little over a half-mile away, where it seemed to end. None of this
looked very forbidding until Bentley pointed out a chute, a kind of runoff,
where a glissading climber had been unable to stop and literally sailed off the
side of the mountain to her death. Someone had since put up a few feet of
orange plastic safety netting to warn others where the runoff ended.
We would camp on Hogsback Ridge. It looked as if generations of climbers
had been there before us. The opening covered maybe half an acre, on a
small finger, or spit of land, pointing toward the valley. Five or six circular
stone walls, as much as 18 inches high, stood here and there. They defined
individual campsites and would protect tents from the elements, especially
wind. We could not drive the pegs into the ground, which had a crust of
volcanic cinder, but we could tie guy lines to the walls. Outside each circle, I
could see blackened rocks where there had been campfires. We had running
water—melting snow gave off trickles that merged into small streams.
Someone pointed to the empty space where the “outhouse” had stood.
To save money, the National Park Service had removed the self-composting
toilet, a large rectangular box with a couple of holes cut in the top. I had
to wonder how much money they were saving, but I had come out West
partly to escape the bureaucratic mysteries that are the lifeblood of the other
Washington where I lived.
We spent the first part of the afternoon setting up our makeshift homes.
I extracted the group gear from my pack. My tentmate and I laid it out
flat on the ground before putting it up. On this calm, sunny afternoon, we
did not have to fight the wind, and, after twenty or so minutes, we had a
good-enough shelter from the elements, a place to roll out our sleeping pads
and bags.
Bob called us over to talk about the schedule. This gave me a better chance
to form an impression. He was thin without being wiry, more compact than
tall. He had strength where he needed it; we could see the well-articulated
muscles in his forearms. His short hair was neatly trimmed; he had no beard,
mustache, or ponytail. He wore a wedding band. I later saw his biography
online. He had spent most of his adult life guiding and teaching, some of it
at the college level. On this day, he got right to work. I do not remember that
we spent time on introductions, like filling out name tags or talking about
our outdoor experience or what we wanted to get out of the climb. Instead
he launched right into the techniques of glacier travel—what kind of steps
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to take on the ice, where to hold the ice ax, how to tie knots that might save
a life.
We broke into two small groups—five or six in each—and practiced. I
found it surprisingly difficult to put on crampons. I was just getting used
to the heavy plastic mountain boots that I had rented for the climb. One
of the merits of the plastic boot was that it did not bend as you walked—
thus creating a stable platform—but they did not give at all when I tried to
secure the crampons. Bob was quick to notice anyone—like me—who wasn’t
catching on right away. He came right over to straighten or tighten, doing
first, then talking, but not too much. Pull, fasten, tug. “That work? Got it?
OK, good.”
Soon it was early evening, when the bright sunlight gave way to a long
twilight. Class dismissed, we went back to our campsites. Except for the
father-son and husband-wife duos, each climber had brought and prepared
his own food. I wanted to learn a little more about the others and talk about
my impressions so far. I did not get far with my tentmate.
“So, what did you do to prepare?”
“Rode centuries.”
I had no idea what he meant.
He explained that centuries were 100-mile bike rides, in his case through
the coastal plain and foothills of Washington State.
I then asked the banker from North Carolina how he had trained. He sat
in front of his one-man tent, surrounded by his light, practical gear. I was
learning that light gear was late-model and expensive-looking.
“Prepare?” he mused, looking up from the even-burning flame of his sleek
camp stove. It wasn’t easy where he lived in the flatlands of North Carolina.
He had driven to Mount Mitchell, a local 6,000-footer, for a practice climb. I
confessed that the hike up had been hard for me. Should I continue? He was
not unsympathetic, but it was up to me.
The Russian anesthesiologist and his wife, who turned out to have been
born in England, joined us. His name was Dmitri, and she affectionately
called him “Dim.” But he was anything but dim. Their story poured out in
a few minutes. The day before they had caught a flight after work, arrived at
their hotel outside Seattle at 2 a.m., and slept for no more than four hours so
that they could make it to the storefront at 7. “Baker is our practice climb,”
they said. “We’re doing Rainier next.”
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The banker asked which guide company they had chosen for Rainer. Even
I knew there were many choices. They said none: “We’re going on our own.”
They would keep their rental, drive it to the trailhead, and start up the hill.
The banker looked concerned, I thought. He might have raised an eyebrow and cocked his head slightly. Rainier is a big mountain, 4,000 feet
higher than Baker, with vast snowfields, crevasses, and sudden snowstorms. It
was, the banker said, not hard to get lost there.
The doctor said, “Oh, we’ll figure it out.”
That night I fell asleep quickly, but around 1 a.m. I awoke with leg cramps,
the muscles in my thighs seizing up like never before. On the chart that the
doctors use to assess pain, my pain level was at least halfway between the smiley face on the left and the deep frown on the right. In an instant I was on the
move; I knew I had to stand up, to put weight on my legs to lessen the pain. I
must have fought my way out of my bag and the tent, not bothering with my
boots or zipping the flap back up. The cramps subsided after a few minutes of
walking around in the cold, still air.
I had always known to love and respect mountains; they could be as dangerous as they were beautiful. My Hungarian mother had loved the mountains,
always preferring them to the seashore. They demanded—and repaid—effort
in a way that the beach did not. Mom told us kids that there was something
uplifting, even holy, about them. But she also used to tell us a story about a
young friend who had died during her honeymoon at a lodge high up on the
Jungfraujoch, literally the virgin’s yoke, one of the stunningly beautiful peaks
in the Swiss Alps. Mom even remembered a gruesome detail: The groom had
taken his bride’s body down the mountain on a sled.
The only slightly less stately Mount Rainier reigns over Seattle at 14,411
feet and is stunning to look at. The lodge at its base is called Paradise. But
even the easy routes to the summit feature narrow aluminum ladders across
yawning crevasses, not to mention the random danger of rockfall or avalanche, to say nothing of the altitude, enough to make some people very sick.
One night, two years after the events of this story, for example, four climbers led by two experienced guides would simply disappear while they slept,
probably swept off the mountainside by an avalanche.
The routes on the smaller but still glaciated mountain I was on now,
Baker, were shorter and, with one or two exceptions, not overly steep or
rocky or technical. People do get hurt and even die on Baker, but it is rare.

winter/spring 2019 25

Appalachia_WS2019_FINAL_REV.indd 25

10/26/18 10:34 AM

Sometimes it is bad luck—the wrong place at the wrong time, perhaps in
front of a serac (an unstable column of snow and ice) that chooses just that
moment to collapse. That was pretty much what happened to three teenagers
in 1986. Well prepared and led by a professional guide, they left home one
Friday afternoon for a weekend on Baker. From one moment to the next, a
serac the size of a school bus collapsed and drove two of their bodies deep
into a crevasse. It took 30 years for the glacier to yield part of its secret, a
backpack that slipped downhill, inch by inch, until it was visible. But more
often, accidents on Baker seemed preventable. Bad judgment, poor training,
or ignorance, like the death that Bentley mentioned the first day, had
caused them.
The next morning, my internal debate felt almost unbearable. Bad
judgment, poor training, ignorance: Was that me? Should I climb or not?
Was I listening to my 62-year-old body, or being a quitter? If I quit, was I
letting the team down? What team? Was this my team? What would I say to
friends and family later? Should I talk things over with Bob? Or just tell him
that I was quitting now, that I would not even try to summit? In life I had not

Mount Baker: The actual summit is out of sight, top right. NICHOLAS REYNOLDS
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always made good decisions, but no one had ever called me a quitter. I was far
more likely to keep going long after it made sense to turn around.
Even though I wasn’t sure what I was going to do, I trained with the group
on the second day. We learned how to climb out of a crevasse and practiced
roping into teams of four or five climbers by tying onto loops on 30-meter
nylon ropes. This felt like acting out the old television ads for 20 Mule Team
Borax. Two teams of mules tied to each other all had to move together to get
the wagon through Death Valley. Here, far from Death Valley, we were being
taught to move —and especially turn—so we could get up and down the glacier safely without slipping or falling into a crevasse. For most of the time on
the ice, no one would be able to unrope. We learned that this did not change,
even for a call of nature. The other team members might turn their backs, or
just look away, but a climber did what he had to do while attached. I didn’t
see it happen, but I heard it described, graphically. And if someone could not
continue, the whole team would have to turn back with one of the guides.
The voices in my head went back and forth. I looked for a chance to tell
Bob what I was thinking. When I finally got him alone later in the morning,
we squatted around the campsite by ourselves and talked quietly. I told him
about the cramps. Could he suggest a remedy? Yes, that was the easy part—an
energy drink with potassium, maybe some ibuprofen. As for the climb to the
summit, I wanted to know if that would be easier or harder than what we had
been through the day before. Bob listened with concern and empathy. He
said getting to the summit would be at least as hard or harder than the climb
up to Hogsback Ridge, even considering that the load would be much lighter
(no tent or sleeping bag). In that case, I didn’t think I could make it. I would
let him know for sure later in the day.
I attended a couple more training sessions, going through the motions
without a lot of enthusiasm or commitment, especially when Bentley was
teaching. In early afternoon, Bob announced the schedule: train for a couple
more hours, break for dinner and rest, get up around 2 a.m., and start for
the summit when the snow and ice would be at their firmest. The round-trip
would be ten to twelve hours. After returning to base camp, we would pack
up and walk back down the trail to the vans, arriving around 4 p.m. That
meant fourteen to sixteen hours of walking. Now I was sure I couldn’t make
it. I had finally made up my mind.
I found a few seconds to tell Bob. He told the group during a final
briefing. It was matter of fact, no drama: “Nick will not be summiting. He
will stay at the camp.” The other members of the group were silent, neither
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friendly nor unfriendly. Because I was doing what they secretly wanted to
do? Undermining their resolve by quitting? Or showing my true character—
not what the mountain demanded? I didn’t know. Then Bob went over the
schedule one last time and urged everyone to rest. Even if no one slept,
everyone must lie down and rest. He closed by urging us all “to enjoy the
mountain” at dusk. It was a surprising twist, seemingly out of character.
Maybe we were catching a glimpse of what lay beneath the surface.
The others went back to their campsites, to make dinner and last-minute
adjustments. There was always one more adjustment. That seemed to be an
immutable law of the outdoors, especially in mountaineering. I had nothing
to adjust and was free to look around. Once again the air was still, but it was
not yet cold; the sun dropped slowly. The lights of Bellingham were coming
on across the valley to the west. In the sky to the east, stars were leaping out
of the growing darkness, one by one.
Feeling a little lonely, I ate my dinner by myself. I was near certain that I
had made the right decision, but I wasn’t really part of the group anymore.
After dinner, I stretched out on my mat. Around 2 a.m., I could hear the
others getting ready to climb in near-total darkness. I got up to wish them
well. Everyone had something to do, and no one said much, to me or each
other. Soon they were lashed up in rope teams and starting up the mountain,
moving fast. I watched their headlamps, small points of light in two rows,
like undersize headlights throwing their beams on a few square feet of snow,
receding with every passing minute. The lights disappeared after they reached
the ridge about 3,000 feet above the camp.
Now the vast expanse of snow and ice was empty, dark, and utterly still.
The stars were the only light I could see on the mountain. They did not
illuminate much. I couldn’t see anything around me without my headlamp.
But seeming much closer than at sea level, each star sparkled in its own realm,
and the realms were countless, covering every inch of the sky. I found my way
back into my sleeping bag. I imagined that I was secure with two industrialstrength zippers between me and the great outdoors but missed the comfort
of having company nearby.
When I woke up several hours later, I felt like a character out of a Jack
London story (or maybe his cousin from the city who says he loves the wild
and buys a lot of gear that he never gets around to using). The other tents
were still up, but it was a ghost town. If I wanted solitude or even isolation,
well, here it was. I guessed that today maybe 25 to 50 people were moving up
on our side of Baker. In the Northeast, or in the Alps, hundreds of climbers
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The neighboring campsite with a crumbling glacier in the background.
NICHOLAS REYNOLDS
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would be plodding toward the summit on a pretty day in the summer. The
only company I had was a marmot or two sitting up on hind legs, looking
around and sniffing.
Without human company I did not feel particularly adventurous.
I thought of trying to climb to the ridge behind the camp, just to get a little
higher up the mountain. Then I imagined falling into a crevasse with no one
to rescue me. From where I stood, I could see a few crevasses. They looked
like slits cut into the snow, measuring between a foot or two to five or ten feet
across. The ones I could see I could avoid without too much trouble, but what
about the ones I could not see? I stayed put.
I thought Bob had said he would get the group back around noon.
Noon came and went. I worried a little. What would I do if no one came
back? It seemed unlikely on this beautiful, sunny day. And, sure enough,
around 2 in the afternoon the first rope team reappeared, a dark line against
the snow coming over the ridge. About halfway between the ridge and the
camp, the climbers stopped, unroped, and swarmed down the last snow-covered hill, glissading on their own.
Everyone had summited but no one was carrying on about it. One
climber reported that Bob had kept the group on top for 30 to 45 minutes to
savor the experience. Now they were not savoring anything but tearing down
tents and packing up. Within about 30 minutes we were on the way to the
trailhead, retracing our steps down the mountain. Bob and I made a bit of
friendly small talk on the way down—about an avalanche in a streambed that
had taken out a footbridge and other things—but that was about it until we
reached the vans. There I saw a very fit older man who was loading up his
car, and I wanted to know his story. When I approached, he turned out to be
friendly and talkative. I learned that he was 62, exactly my age. He had been
to the top and back.
As soon as we reached civilization—a country store with phone service
about halfway to the interstate—I called my wife to tell her that we were off
the mountain and would be back where we had started within a couple of
hours. I told her that I had failed to summit. I had trouble getting the words
out. I felt I had to say it twice. But it didn’t seem to matter to her. She was
coming for me whether or not I had summited.
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Epilogue
I finally made it to the summit of Baker along the same route in 2014, at age
64. First I had to get myself ready, mentally and physically. I did a number of
things differently. Perhaps most important, a longtime friend and I formed
our own team. Together we researched training plans, guides, and routes. I
figured out just how much I needed to train—the short answer was a lot. When
I was 30 and going on a winter Outward Bound snow and ice expedition, I
did exactly no training, I simply headed out the door, went up to Maine,
and did just fine. Now I needed every day of the excellent plan I’d found
online. It spanned six months before a climb. It assumed “a couch start” and
included as many as twelve sessions a week to build capacity, strength, and
flexibility. My friend and I went on practice climbs in the White Mountains of
New Hampshire in our mountaineering boots, water sloshing in gallon jugs
on our backs to simulate the weight we would carry out West. The first year
back in the Cascades, I got to the top of Quien Sabe Glacier but did not
summit a peak called Sahale. The second year, there was no stopping either of
us. By luck and hard work, we found patient, persistent guides not unlike Bob
who matched our temperaments. Along the way I learned how much I could
and could not stand, especially when it came to exposure and discomfort. I
found I could not tolerate a narrow rocky ridge with a 1,000-foot drop-off
but that I could climb a 35- to 45-degree wall of snow and ice. That was good
to know, because when my legs started to cramp at the top of the Roman Wall
on our way down Baker after summiting, our guide told me there was no safe
place to stop for a mile, and I would just have to keep moving. So, I did.

Nicholas Reynolds researches and writes modern history, and he gets
out into the mountains when he can. His most recent book is Writer,
Sailor, Soldier, Spy: The Secret Adventures of Ernest Hemingway, 1935–1961
(William Morrow, 2017).
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Wild Florida
A woman seeks what lies beyond childhood RV vacations
Sally Manikian
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T

urning the corner, I saw carrion birds perched in the dead
and dying branches of a mangrove swamp. Their wings arched out,
drying, their heads pointed in different directions. I slowed my bike and
stopped breathing.
The birds must have been black vultures or cormorants or other seafaring
birds. They stayed, still. The only movement was a flick of an eye or a twitch
of a tail. When I returned past that swamp an hour later, they were gone.
I had no camera, but this was no mere photo opportunity. This encounter
marked the moment I picked my head up and began to see the ecosystem at
motion in the Florida Keys.
I have lived most of my life in New Hampshire. For vacations, my family
usually visited relatives in New Jersey and California. But every April, the
six of us headed to Florida in a rented RV. Driving in an RV was the one
adventure my mixed-ability family could manage: my parents, my sister,
Rachel, me, and our developmentally disabled brother and sister, David and
Caroline. My father drove through the night to a campground near Disney
World. The week was full of rides, swimming pools, hot dogs, and golf carts.
Those trips exposed me—I thought—to superficiality: the built infrastructure of the highway that got us there, the paved paths we used to navigate the
parks, the human-made water channels and lakes edged by green grass, and
Disney’s fabricated world. The only wildlife I remember were the red-faced
ducks that waddled through the campground. Their bumpy faces disgusted
me and my sister Rachel.
The origin story of the Manikian trips to Florida is unclear. Maybe my
mother hatched the Florida idea, the Disney idea, in an attempt to find
something we could do together, because my brother’s disability usually
manifested in a stark terror of airplanes. Maybe my father further developed
it, motivated by cost savings, accepting the idea of Disney and deciding the
only way we could do it was by motor home and taking all our own food.
Maybe both of them remembered the year we visited California’s Disneyland
by motor home. Both of our parents are gone now, so without that origin
story, I rely on memories: the RV’s metal walls, the curiosity every year about
what kind of design we would get and who would be sleeping where (a bed
above the driver’s seat? A flip-down bed in the kitchen? A full bed in the
A wanderer accustomed to the krummholz of the New Hampshire mountains encounters
this: Florida’s vegetation along the Jack Watson Nature Trail in the National Key Deer
Refuge, in Big Pine Key, Florida. SALLY MANIKIAN
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back?), the cabinets that flew open when the vehicle shifted lanes on the
highway, my father’s complaints while filling up at the gas pump (the one
thing not cheap about motor homes). The glee of getting my own cubbyhole.
At our Disney campground, we cooked on the grill and drove a golf cart
to the ferryboat or bus that would take us to Epcot. We pushed our way
through people, everywhere—waiting for rides and bathrooms, in constant
motion in the whirr of carts and the whistle of bikes. Thinking back on this,
my emotions tangle me up, as I consider the simplicity of childhood amid the
complexity of adulthood.
The last Manikian Florida trip was in 1996, and I’d thought I had no
reason to go back with so many places to explore, like the American Southwest or Ireland, or places with long cultural histories, like Tuscany or Portugal. And yet, the winters go on for months in northern New Hampshire.
The skies turn steel gray, and the ground freezes starting in November; by
April nor’easters are still pummeling the mountains. Somewhere around early
March one year, after a winter spent on the back of my dogsled, I found
myself craving someplace warm. Maybe the easiest and most reliable source
of warmth might be—Florida.
As I thought about going back to Florida, I knew I didn’t want to see or
hear or smell anything I’d encountered in those childhood trips. I wanted to
find what Florida actually is.
For years I wrestled with the idea that it would be wasteful
to follow what I understood as a middle-class New England habit. Should
I travel to Florida looking for warmth during long, cold winters? Florida
seemed absent of wildlife. Dolphins, turtles, and the singing mermaids of
Weeki Wachee Springs lived only in parks, and parks were the only reason
one went to Florida. Could I reconcile this deep, childlike-yet-newly
authentic desire to go to the big ocean and warm air with my very real need
for wild places?
It was worth a try. Flights are cheap. Places to stay are plentiful. The tipping point of my decision was when a respected friend told me she’d happily
spent a week in Florida, fishing. I was extremely jealous of her trip. Maybe
going to Florida for vacation wasn’t such a bad idea after all.
I planned the escape slowly, softly, over the next few months and into
the summer. I tracked the price of flights, researched the Everglades campgrounds, and asked friends who wintered in Key West about the Keys. On my
porch in August, I quietly admitted to Rachel that I wanted to go to Florida.
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Sally Manikian, left, with her family in the Fort Wilderness campground near Disney
World, circa 1992. COURTESY OF SALLY MANIKIAN

In the past year, she and I had traveled to other countries. I had spent two
weeks in Italy, and she was about to leave for South Africa. It seemed absurd
to go to a land of white walls, subdivisions, relentless humidity, and perhaps
an aseptic world. I was embarrassed admitting I wanted to go.
Then Rachel said, “I’ve always wanted to go to Key West.”
And so we planned our trip, together, to the Keys.
I set aside a few days at the start and finish to be on my own. Searching
around with no particular plan, I landed on a tiny cabin with an outdoor
shower, surrounded by a wildlife refuge. It came with a rum cocktail. It was
in Big Pine Key.
I flew into Miami late at night. I stayed one night in a Miami garage
apartment. It was hot and disorienting on the dark, five-lane highway.
I drove past a rollover accident in the midst of Miami’s noise and weight.
I pulled my large rental car into a few different driveways before I found the
correct one. My host walked me through and advised, “If you are going to
the Keys, you better get going early. Miami traffic is the worst.”
I left right at sunrise. I just couldn’t wait to get out of there.
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As i drove down the overseas highway (the name for Route 1
through the Keys), the landmass shrank, the ocean took over, and something
inside my chest shifted. I wanted to map this place in firsthand knowledge
and thus took no map. In Islamorada, halfway to my destination, I intentionally ignored a drive-through Starbucks and pulled over to get Cuban coffee
out of a window at a diner. Locals chattered in Spanish, and I drank the hot,
strong coffee while standing at the counter.
Once I crossed the Seven Mile Bridge, the mythical and actual divide
between the Upper Keys and the Lower Keys, I relaxed. Buildings and parking
lots retreated from my mind. Mangroves and ocean filled my view. Big Pine
Key is a dividing line. It’s a little too far from Key West to get the spillover of
people from there, and the long Seven Mile Bridge prevents the same spillover
from Miami. There is a stark absence of entertainment, meaning things like
constructed parks to tour. There are kayak rentals and the protected refuges
of the National Key Deer Refuge and the Great White Heron National
Wildlife Refuge.
The cabin I had rented for two nights stood on a side road, surrounded by
the Key Deer Refuge. The cabin nestled behind trees, including a poisonwood
tree right by the path. My host showed me around, using phrases that were
still new to me: pine rockland, fossilized reef, freshwater lens. The cabin
was just big enough for the double bed and the teakettle. The shower was
outside. The sun beat down. Located on my host’s property, I felt also part of
someone’s normal life, as I heard them come and go.
I spent mornings trying to keep the friendly deer from climbing into my
lap as I drank coffee. I listened to new sounds, I watched new flora and fauna.
There was no grass, no lawn. Only the clatter of limestone as it rolled off
scree walls that lined the paths and the wild curving nest of trees that defines
that forest.
A friend suggested I visit Bahia Honda State Park. She lent me her
binoculars for bird-watching. I hadn’t been to an honest-to-goodness beach
in a lifetime, not since running around the Jersey Shore, climbing over the
rocky beaches in Rhode Island, and exploring Plum Island’s grassy dunes. The
ocean’s edge offered wildness before I found the mountains.
The beach at Bahia Honda was long but shallow. It extended for more
than a mile around Bahia Honda Key. A few short steps took me from the
mangrove forest to the ocean. Families and groups stayed close to the parking lot. A half-mile more, and the human chatter silenced and the sounds of
waves and wind took over.
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The blue water stretched out in all directions. It felt impossibly paradisiacal.
I walked out into the shallow sandbars and stared at the expanse of ocean,
much as I stare at any and all expansive unencumbered wild landscapes. I
opened my arms in welcome and release. My total heart greeted the newness
of this place. I had waited for this moment of welcome vulnerability.
The ocean glows in stripes of green and blue in the key’s shallow waters.
I settled into the sand and watched. I felt so strong and powerful, until I
laughed at my pale, sunscreen-smeared face in the mirror in the bathroom.
When I drove north, after two nights, to pick up my sister in Miami,
my shoulders crept up to my ears as the buildings and people crowded my
vision once more. I felt I was leaving something perfect. I knew I would have
to return.
Rachel and I spent almost a week together, most of that time
in Key Largo and then in Marathon, in the upper and middle Keys. While
Key West was our initial draw, we spread out our trip because we found it
hard to find cost-effective places to stay closer to Key West. The spots we
stayed stretched along the entire breadth of the Keys, occupying each minute
cultural ecosystem that the island necklace holds. We found exactly one tourist activity per day. We spent mornings drinking coffee on the deck, packed
snacks for the beach, and in the evenings we drank wine in our house dresses.
Each morning we designed the day together, seeking both the fabricated and
the authentic. We reveled in the kitschy tourist experiences, like the Turtle
Hospital and crowd-drawing snorkeling tours, but we also hiked through
limestone quarries.
We separated in Key West. She headed back to New York City, and I
stayed on for two more nights at the Truman Annex Naval Base, thanks to a
retired Navy pilot who got me a pass.
For those days, I wandered through the crowds, watching the cruise ships
that dock daily and the train tours tooting down every street. The second
night I watched the sun set from the rocky beach at Fort Zachary Taylor
Historic State Park, adjacent to the base. There, I felt isolated in the rocky
wild. I couldn’t see a single person. Other craggy mountaintop sunsets filled
my head and heart.
The next trip, I flew directly to Key West, cutting out the
unnecessary fuss of Miami and the crowd of people of the upper Keys. Wearing my trail runners and hooded shirt, I sat in the four-seat-wide plane
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surrounded by raucous travelers—women in Cuban fedoras and men in
khaki shorts, wearing sunglasses, calling their boat captains to confirm their
put-in times.
Maps, books, even driving the entire length of the road the year before,
had not prepared me for the spine of fossilized reef and collapsed limestone
that makes up the Keys, a thin line amid bright green ocean.
We spiraled in to land, and I recognized the buildings and the landscape.
I saw the Navy base and hotel, the beaches I had sat on, Fort Zachary Taylor
where I had watched the sunset. I could see the path I took from the hotel to
downtown, the individual panels on houses, and the street. But Key West is
so small. The southernmost point, the end of the road and a mountain spine,
lay surrounded by water. I now would figure out the connection between
ocean and land that I had missed before.
For the entirety of those six days, I stayed in Big Pine and immersed
myself in that tiny island. Key West is a beautiful place, the historic old town
full of tall old porches and shady palms, the boardwalk on the western edge
of Mallory Square with street performers and tourist groups, and my favorite
place, the odd Hemingway House populated with the dozens of generations
of multi-toed cats. However, Key West provided a place to fly in and out of,
a place to wander through if rain kept me from the beach or the ocean, and it
was not a long-term destination for someone seeking wildness.
That was why I returned to Big Pine. I rented a bicycle and rode it daily on
the Torch Keys. I still made trips to Key West and Islamorada, mostly because
it rained a lot, and I found myself pushed toward people instead of outside. It
was not a trip designed to tour, designed to move around, it was immersive, it
was time alone. It was the way I’ve gotten to know and love places and learn
what they are. It was an extensive stay in some of the largest natural areas
of the Keys, the place where conservation has been able to get ahead of the
competition for residential development.
On my first stay in this same exact cabin, I’d had only two days to pick up
the broad, blocky sweeps of my surroundings, adjusting to sunshine and tiny
deer. Now I sought more—somehow, I would find how it all connected, the
individual observations of smells and sights and sounds that knitted together
the ecosystem. I noticed a hollow clatter of the rocks when the deer knocked
them over, and a hollow clatter of rocks formed by ocean waves. So many
birds moved through the trees: cardinals and red-winged blackbirds singing so closely that I watched their throats vibrate, white and snowy herons
alighting from the still swamps, slow, deliberate ibis pecking at the edge of
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Maps, books, even driving the entire length of the road the
year before, had not prepared me for the spine of fossilized
reef and collapsed limestone that makes up the Keys, a thin
line amid bright green ocean.

the ocean, and the diving pelicans and their hypnotic, gravity-induced dives.
The rustle of silver palms kept me up at night. My brain short-circuited as
it tried to distinguish between rainfall and wind. I paid attention to learn
how uniquely nature had developed in this particular place, in this particular
moment, at the edge of the ocean and the end of the road.
I stood on the limestone reef, and I was beginning to see how it expressed
itself. A thin patch of organic matter clung to it as the ocean’s wild unknown
moved.
The Lower Keys are foundationally different from the Upper Keys, the
geological dividing line found around Big Pine Key. The Upper and Middle
Keys are segments of a fossilized reef created by expanding glaciers 80,000
years ago, sucking up sea water and exposing and killing a reef that had
previously been 400 feet underwater. These sections of the Keys are higher,
larger, and composed entirely of fossilized reef, rising well above the current
sea level. As the glaciers receded, the ocean rose again, and the Keys thinned
and redefined themselves.
Meanwhile, at the lower end of this exposed reef, slowly but surely decomposing algae and other marine life began depositing lime, forming little eggs
of stone called “ooids.” Wave upon wave, the weight of the ocean eventually
compressed those layers of ooids into rock, forming a dense layer of what
is called oolite (specifically, Miami oolite in this case). Oolite gives rise to a
much different ecosystem, and it allows more freshwater capture in “lenses.”
I studied history in school. My entire understanding of interlocking
natural systems comes from personal experience. I’ve watched krummholz
bending under ice and wind, witnessed the life cycle of birds moving through
in migration and singing to find mates, felt glacier-deposited rock crumble
under my feet, heard the rush of melting snow.
No matter how many times I read about the geological chronology of
the Keys, I struggled for a reason to pay attention to it. I was surrounded by
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blinding civilization and theme parks. Every restaurant sold a T-shirt. Too
much blocked the way. It would take multiple trips and a lot of time to learn
to pay attention. It’s hard to see the coral reef underfoot when the soil on top
has been so heavily landscaped.
It rained. I watched the radar and the movement of the clouds. What was
the relationship between the rain and thunder and the direction of the wind?
What did it mean to have weather directly determined by ocean current and
water temperatures, not by height of mountains?
After the rain lifted, the ocean calmed, the temperatures rose, my host
Bruce called and asked if I wanted to go out on his boat.
“We’re going backcountry,” he announced.
Until this moment, my idea of “backcountry” had been rooted in trees
and forests. I could see that I must loosen my tight grip on the land, and
I could understand what Bruce meant. The open ocean was where the
go-fast boats went. The backcountry of the Keys is a maze of tiny patches of
ground indicative of what all of the Keys were before railroads and highways
connected them. The map Bruce unfolded, the first nautical map I had gotten
a good look at, delineated the paths among the freckled patch of reef and
land; we would have to time our travel to avoid beaching the small boat when
the tide changed. It was a truly wild place.

The backcountry of the Keys is a maze of tiny patches
of ground indicative of what all of the Keys were before
railroads and highways connected them.
Bruce took us to his favorite spots. First was the tiny, undeveloped,
isolated key (I think Sawyer Key) where the birds hang out, clumping in
the tree branches and floating overhead, where I saw the angular, prehistoric
bent wing of the magnificent frigatebirds for the first time. Next was a place
the water ran wide and shallow, where the locals held a midsummer party
during which everyone stood in the water listening to live music on boats.
We buzzed past the fancy resort that covers the entirety of Little Palm Island,
where the wealthy fly in by helicopter. We ultimately landed on a quiet key,
where he brought out the cooler of Coors Light.
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Bruce embodied so many people I had known and met in my own world,
back home in the North Country of New Hampshire. He had traveled far
looking for a place to land, fallen in love with that place, and then figured out
how to make ends meet. Sometime in the 1970s, he went to Key West one
Christmas week and saw the kids on the beach. “I can make money off them,”
he thought, by selling soy burgers. He returned by car from Los Angeles a few
months later, and no one was there. Key West was only a party two weeks out
of the year.
From that moment, he took the path of a die-hard locationist. His
landmarks included seasonal work, carpentry, charter boats, wealthy people’s
historic homes (which he renovated), and all the places that attract tourists he
would guide. He bought low-priced land and later sold pieces to the wildlife
refuge, ensuring his corner of wilderness. He built his cabin, one stick at a time.
His encyclopedic knowledge of shipping history echoed the similar
knowledge I saw in so many White Mountain historians, whose passion for
their landscape unearthed learning about what humans have traced on it.
The Keys are populated with those kinds of folks, as I met the experiential
educators, the relocated store managers, the bartenders, and the snowbirds
who make up the residents of the Lower Keys. A fishing guide scrolled
through his phone, showing me photos of fish eyes and the mesmerizing
effect of multiple membranes framed by silvery scales underwater.
“What defines the Keys?” I asked Bruce.
“The Keys are a place for dreams,” he said. We were standing over a deep
channel cut in that remote island, where someone at one point tried, and
failed, to grow shrimp.
I watched movies at night. The third night in, I finally watched
Pirates of the Caribbean—my first time. The action scenes, lighting, camera
angles, cadence of the words—all matched moment for moment my family’s
favorite Disney ride.
For how many years had my definition of Florida been that mechanical
and contrived ride? That no longer was true.
I returned to the Keys a third time. I shaved away all other
plans and confined myself to the wild ruggedness of Big Pine. I never drove
more than 10 miles. I went an entire day without speaking to a single person,
simply watching the birds crash into the ocean from a secret beach in the
wildlife refuge.
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The southern tip of Florida with its fragile string of the Keys. NASA

Before I returned for that third trip, Hurricane Irma ravaged the Keys. It
hit on Big Pine Key. Watching from home, I couldn’t picture the devastation,
but I also couldn’t picture the level of resilience, how and what would happen
as everything bent under the weight of the wind and the rising ocean. When
I landed in Key West and told a shopkeeper where I was heading, he asked,
“Is Big Pine ready?”
As I drove from Key West toward Big Pine, I saw I was traveling into the
epicenter of Hurricane Irma. The trees bent over, and salt water had turned
the mangroves brown. I cried out. Until that moment, the image in my head
of hurricanes was destroyed buildings and livelihoods, danger to vulnerable
human populations and their things. I had not spent much time thinking
about the other lives affected by storm surges.
Now I barely noticed the destruction to buildings. I only saw the trees.
The tears came. I felt every change in the landscape, every turn that was
rendered unrecognizable, the elimination of Bahia Honda, in my chest.
The place I loved was hurting. The real place, underneath the asphalt and
the golf courses. I could find it and love what Florida was, and not what
humans have tried to turn it into.
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The responses I get from people about my trips to, and my love for, the
Florida Keys run the whole spectrum. I get raised eyebrows, I get a laughing
joke from fans of Carl Hiaasen’s madcap novels of Florida nutcases, and I
get the sigh of someone who just loves warm weather. I find it very hard to
explain what the “what” is, because it took a few years for me to explain to
myself, and truly understand, what the “what” was. The beauty of that wild
ecosystem, rare plants, and tiny deer amid the turning and changing ocean.
It is a wild place, and it is a warm place. It is both a middle-class dream and
a place of rawness.
I seek wilderness. I seek undulating rivers with personality. I seek wildflower meadows spread over rolling hills. I seek places where wind does not
compete with human noise.
Believe it or not, I find wildness in Florida.

Sally Manikian of Shelburne, New Hampshire, has published many essays
about standing with one foot in the wilds and one foot in civilization. She is
the Vermont and New Hampshire representative for The Conservation Fund
and the News and Notes editor of this journal.
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Stubborn as a Mule
Distant thunder prompts self-reflection
Elissa Ely
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I

t’s a r are hike that starts with locked knees, but descent
has been the way into the Grand Canyon for 5 or 6 million years.
Poles help—though not if you are a mule. Mules in the canyon look neither
happy nor unhappy. Their sway-backed expressions neither watch nor sleep;
they are clearly used to a stoic day’s labor for a practical day’s pay.
That fall morning, waiting for the bus to the South Kaibab trailhead, I was
thinking about mules and how dutifully they follow trails up and down. I had
traveled a long way to feel an awe they did not.
Rain started falling when half a dozen young people—maybe in the middle of their college years—ran to the overhang by the backcountry office.
They wore skirts, cut-off shorts, and high-top sneakers. Somewhere below us,
mules were carrying packs and people. I was carrying a backpack full of food,
water, sunglasses, sunscreen, emergency medical supplies, and a headlamp.
The young people carried small plastic water bottles and cups of coffee.
Their spirits ran high; they were uncontainably communicative. Sitting
next to me on the bus, one young woman explained in the friendliest way
that the group intended to walk down the South Kaibab Trail to Phantom
Ranch—7.5 miles of knee-lock—and then all the way back up the Bright
Angel Trail: 16.6 miles in total. A Grand Canyon experience, they felt, would
be incomplete without touching the river. How foolish these young people
are, I thought. Any guidebook warns against day-hiking this distance (even if
you are a mule). They must have known that.
By the time we reached the South Kaibab trailhead, the rain had stopped.
Their little group leapt off the bus and disappeared in high-tops down the
trail. I followed. It was not quite three quiet miles to Skeleton Point, where I
planned to turn around.
A few minutes later, I heard thunder.
A ranger walking up from below pulled alongside me and stopped.
He looked just out of college himself: clean-shaven, wide-brimmed against
the sun. All day, he patrolled back and forth from the South Kaibab trailhead
to Skeleton Point, checking on hikers and conditions.
—Great job, he said, pleasantly. His voice was resonant and probably
carried long distances. A baritone that floats on air is a useful prerequisite for
the position.
I asked his advice about the thunder.
The Grand Canyon, from the South Rim: a place where it’s hard to hide in thunder.
MARC CHALUFOUR
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—Well, he said, no place outside’s safe. You could try to make yourself
small. You could crouch on the balls of your feet with your heels touching
and your hands over your ears. Or you could decide not to hike today.
But I had come by plane and car to hike and did not want to hear advice
I already knew. What I really wanted was reassurance he wasn’t offering.
Instead of going to Skeleton Point, I secretly decided, I would turn back at
Cedar Ridge, only 1.5 miles away. It was a silly compromise; when lightning
hits ground, it doesn’t care whether you’ve shortened your trip or not.
To redeem myself as a sensible thinker (in my own eyes), I asked whether
he had passed the young people heading all the way down and back. Now
they had made a poor decision, I said. He nodded. He had already learned
their itinerary, noticed their clothing, commented on their limited fluids, and
warned them against the distance.
—All I can do is advise, he said. He continued walking up the trail, and I
continued lockstepping down.
I can’t tell you what happened to the long-distance day-hikers. I bet,
at least, they finished their coffee. I can tell you that Cedar Ridge was
beautiful, and the thunder faded quickly—though it just as easily could have
been otherwise.
In the Grand Canyon, mules do as they’re told. Humans, not always,
since we have choice. But choice makes us foolish: the foolish young ignore
distance; the foolish old ignore weather. Seeking awe, forsaking prudence,
we lock knees and risk everything.
We like to call this free will. Mules know better.

Elissa Ely is a Boston-based community psychiatrist and writer.
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Prayer Parable
The ridge’s pitch seeks
to drive us to our knees,
and far to the east, above
treeline, lightning
rafters the sky, rumbling
at the edges of our labored
breathing. A dark cloud shuttles
overhead, wetting already wet
skin. Engulfed by the scent
of spruce and balsam, a gray
jay clicks and chatters,
a better guide than the slick
cairn of rocks against
this ever-blowing wind.
As we rise we hunt the hole
in this tableau of mist
and drizzle where a single
shaft of blue might fall
through the heavy
firmament of our oxygenstarved brains.
Todd Davis

Todd Davis, a frequent contributor to Appalachia during the past decade, is the
author of five books of poetry, most recently Winterkill (2016) and In the Kingdom
of the Ditch (2013), both published by Michigan State University Press. His sixth
poetry collection, Native Species, will be published in January 2019. He teaches
environmental studies at Pennsylvania State University’s Altoona College.
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Finding an
Unforeseen Labrador
From the St. Lawrence to Ungava
David K. Leff
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Y

oung and lusting for wilderness, I dreamed of Labr ador.
Like most dreams, reality proved different. It was “the land God gave
to Cain,” French explorer Jacques Cartier remarked with foreboding in 1534.
Intoxicated by its wild reputation, Henry David Thoreau maintained, “There
is a singular health” in the word Labrador, “which no desponding creed
recognizes.” In 1988, the year I first journeyed there, canoeists and Labrador
adventure historians James West Davidson and John Rugge called it “a vast
wilderness of mosquito-infested bogs, windswept barrens and lakes without
names.” Here was an irresistible challenge.
True to its reputation, the country along the De Pas and George Rivers to
Ungava Bay was a rugged, unforgiving landscape of stark, haunting beauty
where weather, rapids, vast space, and bugs challenged my physical stamina
and spirit. Nevertheless, what most intrigued me were not my encounters
with nature, however awe-inspiring, but my unexpected contacts with loose
fragments of civilization that penetrated the region like city flotsam awash on
distant shores or telltale evidence of industrialization locked in Antarctic ice
and snow.
Deep into the backcountry, my then-wife, Alice, and I were not alone.
We traveled among First Nations people, hunters, fishers, guides and lodge
managers, bush pilots, wildlife biologists, and residents of such far places as
France and the Netherlands. At the very edge of nowhere, I found myself
starting my adventure in a derelict mining town. Three weeks later, I ended at
an Inuit village served by massive freighters and small planes. Along the way
I saw canoes tethered beside floatplanes and weather stations collecting data
near rock circles where generations of natives had pitched tents. Place names
were often rendered in three languages—that of Aboriginal peoples, French
and English—indicating complex and often contradictory histories.
I returned home with a surprisingly fresh sense that nature and culture are
inextricably entwined. My notions of wilderness and humans’ relation to the
outdoors were never the same.

Heading downriver. JEFF BOND
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The author took a 359-mile train ride along the St. Lawrence River to Schefferville. From
there, he and his companion paddled for many days along the De Pas and George Rivers.
LARRY GARLAND/APPALACHIAN MOUNTAIN CLUB
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The Train
Lurch, rattle, screech, and rumble, the train crept along clickety-clack
tracks. In 1988, the principal way into the interior was a 359-mile train ride
to Schefferville from Sept-Îles, Quebec, on the St. Lawrence River via the
decrepit North Shore and Labrador Railroad. A hunter asked the florid-faced
conductor when we’d reach our destination. “You should know better than
to ask that,” the conductor said in his French accent. To anyone accustomed
to commuter trains bound for Grand Central, timetables on this line seemed
an approximation, a piddling detail. I’d discovered this the night before when
trying to load my canoe in a boxcar, and in the morning when we’d bought
our tickets. The station irregularly closed early, opened late, and no one
seemed particularly upset. “We’re aboard a third-world country,” a sunburned
guide in a checked shirt grinned wryly.
Beyond grimy windows, a country of rushing rivers and low rugged hills
with bare rock glistened in sunlight. Spruce, birch, and poplar along irregular
wind-rippled lakes reached into expansive skies of swift-moving clouds. The
topography flattened as we headed north into light green bogs among clusters
of dark spruce.
The cars were crowded with Naskapi and some Montagnais, but the
conductors guided us to the only car of mostly whites and told us where
to sit. Most were rough-looking men in heavy boots and wool shirts, many
carrying firearms or fishing rods in aluminum tubes. There were a few other
paddlers, both men and women. The passengers smoked, gambled, ate, and
read motorcycle and hunting magazines.
Windows didn’t open, and the rusty, battered cabin became warm, stuffy,
and smoke-filled. Occasionally, I’d catch some wind on the noisy platform
between cars like a dog sticking its head out of a moving vehicle.
As we gained latitude, the spruce stood shorter. They were straight as
posts with downward-canted branches clinging close to the trunk like closed
umbrellas. Dead tree skeletons stood in desolate, bleached groves among
patches of loose rock and gravel. For miles the monster metal transmission
towers of Hydro Quebec paralleled the tracks, sending power from remote
backcountry reservoirs to cities far to the south.
Stretching my legs, I walked through adjoining cars a couple times. The
First Nations people relaxed with friends and family, conversing animatedly
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Schefferville as it looked in 2007. PIERRE BOUCHARD/WIKIMEDIA COMMONS

in at least three languages. The seats and aisles were crowded with duffels,
cases of soda and beer, musical instruments, cartons, packs, coolers, and every
type of container imaginable bound with rope, tape, and string. Cigarette
smoke lay thick like coastal fog. The floor was slick with spilled water as
well as trash. Children ran screaming, laughing, and playing games, which
included clogging toilets with paper.
As a conveyance to the gates of wilderness, the train was a mind-bending
experience. I was an outsider among people heading home. I sought adventure where their ancestors once lived. Could the wilderness that I sought to
experience, I worried, have contributed to their displacement?

Schefferville
It lacked roads connected to the outside and stood at the cusp of the 55th
parallel, only a couple days’ paddle from the arctic zone, but Schefferville was
not the busy, rough-and-ready frontier town I’d imagined. Rather, it was a
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community rapidly decomposing. Many buildings were vacant. Streets and
other infrastructure were falling apart.
We arrived at the station well after dark to a chaos of bodies and vehicles.
Having been told we’d easily find a pickup for hire, we sought someone to haul
our gear to the put-in. But speaking only English was a handicap, negotiating a
price was complicated in the swarm of activity, and the train crew disappeared
instantly, leaving the canoe and gear locked in a boxcar, apparently until
sometime in the morning. Just before the place was abandoned for the night,
we hired Claude and his rust-bitten truck. He took us to a small lakeside
cottage, promising to retrieve us in the morning. “Blowin’ in the Wind”
played softly in French on his cassette deck. It started raining.
Morning revealed a gritty community with boarded-up houses and
abandoned shops. The closed Roxy Theater stood lonely, just one of many
businesses that had given up. Whole neighborhoods had been demolished,
leaving a ghostly suburban grid of streets and sidewalks without houses. On
the town’s edge were brown, flat-topped hills. Schefferville was established
in the mid-1950s for iron mining and was once a boomtown of about 5,000.
The mines closed in the early 1980s, and the population plummeted toward
the hundreds.
Bumming a ride to the mines, we found a vast moonscape in southwestern reds and oranges. Mesas of oxidized rock and machine-cut open cliffs
stood near deep craters. Some depressions were dry, others contained emerald
or brown water. Scattered throughout were rusted buildings with torn sides
and broken windows, decrepit derricks, and rock crushers. Roads paved with
mine tailings went nowhere and were strewn with wire, metal pieces, springs,
pipe, machine parts, and chunks of wood.
Lunch was sandwiches at the dark motel bar in the center of town.
Decorated in a Spanish motif, it featured stucco, rounded arches, and
Don Quixote images. A television blared French, people around us spoke
several languages, and American country music played in the background.
The clash of cultures was somewhere between painful and hysterical.
I had traveled into the bush farther than the distance from Hartford,
Connecticut, to Washington, D.C., only to find a place despoiled and used
up, a disposable landscape abandoned by its corporate creators when mining
grew unprofitable.
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Language Barrier
By the second day of paddling from lake to lake, we’d developed a lovehate relationship with wind. Fickle gusts played havoc with navigation, and
unrelenting cold blasts wore us down with sore arms and backs. But on a few
occasions when it quieted, a thick fog of biting blackflies would dart into our
eyes, making us crazy with buzzing. Once in a while we’d take a break atop
a beaver lodge. From the conical pile of peeled sticks, we’d watch flotillas of
ducks or the aerial acrobatics of osprey diving into the water and flying off,
grasping fish in their talons.
Coming ashore to camp, Alice and I found a tall, dark-haired man with a
scraggly beard beside a roaring campfire. He wore a bright orange multipurpose garment that made him look part monk, part Disney character. It was
a coat and pants, tent, poncho, or jacket depending on how it was buttoned.
But stranger still was how he held two shoes on sticks over the fire like he was
roasting hot dogs.
Monfreid was a Parisian, one of three Francophones with whom we spent
time paddling a series of ledge-rimed, spruce-bound lakes on our first few
days. He was with another countryman and a Quebecer, the trip leader.
Although neither Frenchman had much outdoor experience, they sang while
paddling, recalling the voyageurs of fur trade days.
“I like Quebec,” Monfreid said, “because it’s like America, only in French.”
But a common language could cause serious problems, as he proved while
drying his espadrilles over the flames, shoes that in France and the United
States were fabricated with canvas, cardboard, and rope soles. The Quebecer
had favored both companions with a detailed gear list, including two pair
of espadrilles, which in Canadian French means sneakers or running shoes.
What Monfreid held over the flames was destined to disintegrate when wet.
“A savage country,” he kept repeating in thickly accented English.
Language was a force, even deep in the bush where nature was supposedly
a universal lexicon. We had to be careful even in describing our destination,
an Inuit village on Ungava Bay at the tundra’s edge. Called George River, Port
Nouveau, or Kangiqsualujjuaq depending on the speaker’s background, each
name carried significant political freight—the use of which could make you
a friend or pariah.
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Science in the Wild
The De Pas and George rivers were lined with low barren hills brindled with
golden-green moss, bare gray ledge, and scree in irregular patterns. Boulders
sat enigmatically on many ridges where small groups of caribou might appear.
Low scraggy trees worked their way into sheltered folds. Often the slopes
were dotted with skeletal trees, parched and bleached, tormented by the wind
into gnarly shapes glowing silver in sunlight. The hills seemed desolate and
moody, their aspect changing as the light changed. With little in the way of
soil or trees, it seemed we saw the very muscle and sinew of the planet.
At night the sky was thickly starred with pinpricks of white, magnesiumlike fire. Deep into the darkness, the aurora played across the sky in dancing
streamers of gauzy yellow-green light. It was an ephemeral incandescence
softer than starlight, brighter than the moon, and reflected in the water
where nighttime’s phosphorescent, arcing rainbows wavered like heat rising
off pavement.
After ten days of paddling and portaging, we found ourselves well along
the George River among low, elongated hills. The sky seemed endless, a
grand theater of massive ever-morphing clouds that teased the imagination
with everything from faces to animal shapes. Trees here were smaller and
more weather-beaten, barely grasping life in a thin curtain along the river
or sheltered in deeply cleft valleys or at the base of hills. Though it was only
midafternoon, we were exhausted from fighting brutal winds and whitecaps
and stopped at a cluster of buildings on a rise near Pointe Wedge. We spotted
several derelict structures and one large, serviceable building. It seemed
abandoned, with some siding yanked off for firewood.
Opening the door to the big cabin, I jumped suddenly back. From within
the dimness came a booming, “Hello!” But it wasn’t the ghost of some longlost hunter. Rather, for several days the place had been the bivouac of Lo
and Anne-Marie, two young and cheerful Dutch biologists collecting caribou
data for a university professor. They invited us in for tea. Conversation flowed
easily, as if we were old friends. We talked about the weather, our homes,
the barren landscape, and characters we’d met along the way. Most of all, we
talked about caribou.
They’d been months on the tundra observing the “activity budgets” of the
animals, with an emphasis on the influence of insect harassment on behavior.
They’d seen 100,000 caribou from a plane and spent several weeks among
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a herd of 10,000. The animals constantly ate lichen, were very curious, and
would snuffle up to their tent at night.
Lo and Anne-Marie invited us fishing on their inflatable Zodiac boat.
On our way to the water we passed several shallow circular trenches and rock
rings where for generations Naskapi people had camped. The ancient tentsites
connected me to yet another dimension in the landscape, leaving me feeling
like just another in a series of nomadic travelers.
We caught a few arctic char and a trout and had a fine fried dinner with
shared snacks. Anne-Marie and Lo wanted to live in North America permanently, closer to the wild places they loved. Good English was a necessity,
they said, because Dutch is limited to the Netherlands and a few other places.
“There is no wilderness in the Netherlands,” Lo complained. There are lush
and parklike places, but nature is tame and contrived. Since the unknown
and unpredictable are significant elements of wilderness, I asked if the probing eyes of science might be diminishing the very thing he sought. Interesting
question, he agreed.

Luxury Accommodations
“Have you seen any caribou?” As we made our way down the De Pas and
the George, such was the typical greeting from sportsmen and guides, like so
many inquiring Ahabs seeking their whale. It might not be quite like hiking
inn to inn in Vermont, but a paddler on these remote rivers could often stay
under the roof of fishing and hunting camps where well-to-do “sports” come
for salmon and lake trout, bear, ptarmigan, and especially caribou.
Isolated as they were, each camp was its own world with a distinct culture.
Some of the differences reflected operators’ origins in French- or Englishspeaking Canada, First Nations, or the United States. But beyond an owner’s
ethnicity, each camp simply had its own timeworn way of doing things. A few
places were put off by ragtag canoeists, afraid that they might annoy guests
who had paid thousands for a week of hunting and fishing. But others were
welcoming, interested in swapping stories, and offering a coffee or bite to eat.
At one lodge we were graciously given some cooking oil, which had run low
after frying lots of fish.
The camps were typically clusters of buildings. They could be homey with
lines of bright wash drying, or more like rustic hotels with maybe a tiny

56 Appalachia

Appalachia_WS2019_FINAL_REV.indd 56

10/26/18 10:34 AM

airstrip and vehicles brought in on winter’s ice. Wanting to keep faith with
our notions of wilderness, Alice and I didn’t often stop.
Just before noon, three days’ paddle from the Dutch biologists, we climbed
a bluff to Pyramid Mountain Camp, a small collection of neat log buildings
with a view dominated by Pic Pyramide (also called Pyramid Mountain), an
arid-looking, forbidding peak with a forlorn grandeur and a shape true to
its name. With the guides out hunting and fishing with their sports, the
place was eerily quiet. But we soon met Derek, a handsome, bronzecomplected boy of about 10 who called for his grandfather. Bob May greeted
us warmly and sent us to the main building for coffee while he finished some
chores. Derek returned to feeding raw caribou to two pet kestrels perching
on his arm.
We entered through a doorway crowned with caribou antlers, a locally
common ornament. Derek’s grandmother smiled and served us strong coffee,
cookies, and homemade bread with butter before wrapping some brownies
and nut cakes to go. Antlers, a caribou pelt, maps, and fish posters adorned
the walls. On the table was a book titled Eskimo-English Dictionary.
Bob soon returned and with an old-time tavern keeper’s charm delighted
us with stories. A big, hearty, Manitoban, he’d first come to Pyramid Mountain in 1956 after a stint as a factor (mercantile agent) with the Hudson’s Bay
Company. Salmon fishing was good and caribou hunting would pick up in a
couple weeks, he thought. He grumbled about the government granting special hunting and fishing rights to “the Indians” and insisted on flying only the
maple leaf on his flagpole, although it offended the Quebecois. Solo canoeists were crazy, he said, and could cause big headaches for search-and-rescue
crews. His opinions were as strong as his coffee, both commonplaces in this
part of the world.
Fish and game were the objects of sporting camps, but the lodges were also
cauldrons of cultural stew where pride and historical and personal enmities
often seethed beneath the surface. You could paddle to the end of the earth,
but politics remained wherever there was humanity.

Ungava Metropolis
I was hardly foolish enough to have imagined igloos on the shore of an empty
sea, but the Inuit village of Kangiqsualujjuaq seemed positively cosmopolitan
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after more than two weeks in the backcountry. The place looked fairly conventional, but people seemed to operate on an alternative vibe. It was a little
Kafkaesque to an outsider from the south like me. I was used to reserved New
Englanders and typical government and corporate bureaucracies, but I found
friendly and helpful people after setting aside my customary expectations.
The village housed about 400 souls in wood and aluminum houses
situated at a bulge in the river near Ungava Bay. The town hall and the school
both looked new. The church was a Quonset hut with a steeple. A co-op sold
everything from groceries to hardware and native crafts. On the outskirts
were a dirt airstrip, a utilitarian power plant, and a dump that burned
continuously during our visit. A large freighter anchored outside the harbor.
Without substantial trees, the town looked as stark as its surroundings.
We headed to the town manager’s office, hoping for help getting a flight
home and shipping our canoe. People smiled at us. They wanted to know
where we were from and how we had gotten there. After a short walk, an
older Inuit man gave us a ride up the hill in a battered pickup. I thought
I’d heard him wrong when he said the town manager’s name was “Fred and
sometimes Jim.”
The desk nameplate read “Jim Stewart,” but the pale man in a leather
jacket and Presley haircut asked us to call him Fred. He was friendly and
accommodating but seemed a bit distracted, as if all our questions were novel.
We couldn’t make a collect or credit card call to the outside because operators
weren’t available. It was a problem, he observed nonchalantly, that had been
going on for months. Something to do with a strike, but he wasn’t sure. He
directed us to the Air Inuit office, told us that the freighter would arrive on
the next tide, said that we could camp on a rise by the satellite dish, and
cautioned us about roaming dog packs who could tear apart our gear.
Air Inuit was headquartered in a modest house, and we sat at the agent’s
kitchen table with his wife as he informed us that there might be a flight the
next day, but he wasn’t sure. If there was a flight, he was uncertain if there was
room aboard. He advised us to come back tomorrow.
We were awakened late at night by a crane and forklift operating on the
beach in glaring white floodlights. Half the town turned out as workmen
unloaded the freighter’s barge. In the dark and confusion, it took a while to
find the right person, but I arranged for the canoe to be shipped to Montreal
for $300, and I helped load it onto the barge.
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The next morning, I was back at Air Inuit. A twin-engine Otter would
arrive at a time uncertain and it wasn’t full. Nevertheless, we could not get
on. After some confusing back-and-forth over a half-hour, I discovered the
problem. The agent was out of tickets—that is, the pieces of paper. He could
not sell us something he did not have. Though he was reluctant, I finally
convinced him to call the hub in Kuujjuaq. After his protracted phone
conversation with headquarters in a language I did not understand, he said
that we could pay now and get our tickets on landing, even though it was
highly unusual.
The plane arrived the next day much earlier than expected. We finished
packing in haste and rushed breathlessly to the landing strip. From the air, the
village seemed faded among the vastness of rocky barrens dotted with lakes.
The tide was out, revealing a huge field of mud and boulders. Suddenly I was
overtaken with regret at leaving so soon. I had so much to learn in this place
where life was not so rushed or linear.

Land of Perpetual Quest
In Labrador I discovered a lot more to wilderness than the wild, and my
most lasting impressions and deepest education was as much about people
as about bears, caribou, barrens, and bogs. Sure, Labrador still has a magical
ring to it, and there remain wilder places there than I experienced. It endures
as a land of perpetual quest for intrepid souls seeking to challenge body and
spirit. But my pure notion of wilderness as a trackless expanse home only to
plants and wild animals evaporated. Wilderness seemed more an idea than a
place. Ultimately, my Labrador journey taught me to appreciate and protect
pockets of wildness close to home because I learned that the mere presence of
humanity did not necessarily destroy their value. Liberated and energized by
this revelation, it led to a lifetime of quiet, joyful, unexpected adventure in
places nearer to home.

David K. Leff is an award-winning essayist, poet, and former deputy
commissioner of the Connecticut Department of Environmental Protection.
He is the author of six nonfiction books, three volumes of poetry, and a novel
in verse.
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Waterman Fund Essay Winner

On Ceding Control
Motherhood in a pathless landscape
Emily Mitchell Heidenreich
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Editor’s note: For several years now, Appalachia has joined the Waterman Fund in
sponsoring an essay contest for emerging writers. Laura Waterman of East Corinth,
Vermont, and her late husband, Guy, spent their lives reflecting and writing on
the Northeast’s mountains. The Watermans devoted untold hours to restoring the
trails of the Franconia Ridge in the White Mountains of New Hampshire. We are
delighted to present this year’s top essay by a young woman who traces the connections between motherhood and exploring wild places. Thanks to the fund’s generosity, our winning writer receives a $1,500 prize. For more essays, see the anthology
of previous winners and notable essays, New Wilderness Voices (University Press
of New England, 2017).

There is pleasure in the pathless woods.
—Lord Byron, Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage

A

t home, alone with this writhing pink bundle of skin and
bones and new life and need, I step outside and wander. I wander to
keep the silence at bay, for the company of the squirrels, the birds, the wind
in the trees.
I wander to remain on this side of sanity.
The baby fusses. I loosen the baby carrier, unzip my hoodie, and guide her
to my chest.
My body is no longer my own.
I’ve cut holes in my old T-shirts, the ones with the fading Appalachian
Mountain Club logos, the ones I used to wear when welcoming students
to the base of Mount Washington, before leading them to some preselected
point on the mountain, sometimes all the way to its crowded alpine summit.
The ones I used to wear when I was in full control of my body and what it
could do in the wilderness. Now, the holes accommodate nursing on-the-go.
The hooded sweatshirt is for modesty, for easy access.
I am a new mother. This is my uniform.
I have learned to wander and offer sustenance in tandem. The alternative?
Rocking in a chair, with this tiny mouth and these hungry eyes, nursing as
many as 18 hours a day. I wander these pathless woods, my baby strapped to
my chest, as an attempt to reassert control over my body after the violence
Changing rhythms: the author’s first baby, on a Vermont path.

EMILY MITCHELL HEIDENREICH
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of pregnancy, of motherhood. This wandering is body work. It is a rebellion,
a refusal to succumb to the recent assaults on my body: chafed and bleeding
nipples, slackened belly, the torn and ravaged nether regions of childbirth,
the stupid exhaustion. And my right thumb, which has painfully swelled and
weakened from the repetitive motion of scooping up a newborn.
And the need, the need, the need. Her body, needing mine.
My body is no longer my own.
She latches. Silence. She’s content, for now, but I know this walk—this
stolen escape—could fall apart at any moment. I recklessly extend my wandering, and instead of turning east on an old logging road, I continue north,
farther from home. I pass abandoned sap lines in a wide-open sugar bush, I
climb over blowdowns on a path lined with young hemlock and fir, finally
emerging into an overgrown field. An old barn foundation is sunk into the
hillside, hidden in the tall grass. Mouth agape, my babe’s fallen asleep. I linger
at the field’s highest point, where I take in the view of the brown fields and
barren forests of the Tabor Valley, a no-man’s land nestled between eastern
Vermont’s Upper Valley and its Northeast Kingdom.
At my new home with my husband’s family in Vermont, I’m an exile,
on house arrest with a newborn, less than 100 miles from my former home
in the White Mountains of New Hampshire. The helpless nursling attached
to my once mountain-hardened body has reshaped and softened it. I used
to measure my life by bodily rhythms: of boots on steep and hard-packed
treadways, of the belabored breath of ascent. Now the rhythms have changed:
bouncing, rocking, the ditties I sing in soothing rhyme, the hushed and
staccatoed exhales I now offer my newborn, as she stirs:
Shh shh shh.
Shh shh shh.
We keep walking. Then more fussing, urgent now. My time has expired;
I won’t make it to my planned destination, the maintained dirt road on the
other side of Currier Hill. So I turn east through the field, to the forest’s
edge, and I begin bushwhacking uphill, slowly picking the path of least resistance through the young beeches and maples, gently moving branches away
from my baby’s face. The fussing escalates; soon it’s all-out crying. We are
completely and totally alone, two bodies in the middle of the forest, moving
toward home.
Shh shh shh.
Shh shh shh.
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Here in eastern Vermont, no one calls this scrappy patch of fields and
forests wilderness. It’s flanked by farms, carefully maintained sugar bushes,
old stone walls, freshly cut logging roads. Yet, in the woods and fields, there
are no trailheads, no maintained paths, no signs that signal which way to
turn. Where if you want to remove a fallen tree from a road or a path, you do
it yourself. Where if you find yourself disoriented in an unknown patch of
woods, you’ve nothing to do but backtrack or follow your nose.
Yet I find myself keeping an arm’s length from this unruly piece of family
land and the hills that surround it. I long for adventure, for the White
Mountains’ rugged but carefully maintained spaces. My body is here, certainly.
But some essential and unreachable part of me is back in the Whites, a ghost
on a mountain, carrying her rations for a week in the wild.
Fall turns to winter, and my nursling grows, unstoppably,
inexorably. As winter turns to spring, she learns to feed herself and selfsoothe. By summer, she’s wiggling and slithering across our hardwood floor,
intent on reaching some shiny toy that has lodged itself under our stove. She
doesn’t know it, but in so doing, she concedes territory; my body begins to
re-stake a small claim on itself. With these small freedoms, I decide it’s time to
return to my former home, the White Mountains, this time a visitor—alone.
I instinctively point my car straight for an accessible mountain range: the
Franconia Ridge, only an hour drive from my home. I feel like a caged animal
unexpectedly sprung from her trap, and I am hungry for these mountains,
these mountains where I experienced a wilderness of full control, where I
used to reign over my own body, protecting it from an onslaught of savage
aggressors: wind, rain, sun, ice, uneven terrain, hunger, thirst, fatigue.
When I arrive in the parking lot, I struggle to find a parking space, typical
for a weekend in Franconia Notch. Puffs of cumulus clouds move overhead
at a reasonable clip; I can tell it will be breezy on the summit. I throw on my
day pack—unusually light without the weight of a 9-month-old—grab my
poles, and start ascending. My legs and feet soon find their rhythm, and I
balance my desire to move quickly with navigating the typical snarl of White
Mountain rocks, roots, and other hikers. The vegetation feels familiar here:
the sturdy-leafed hobblebush that doesn’t grow at the lower elevations where
I live; the hardwoods slowly giving way to the spruce, fir, and white birch
higher up in the boreal. I sit on a boulder to breathe it all in; I know I won’t
be back for a while.
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A photograph from this same day—taken on the bald and rocky summit
of Mount Lafayette, the pinnacle of Franconia Ridge—shows me bundled in
all of my layers, the wind blowing my long hair out from under the cinched
hood of my turquoise raincoat. Behind me is blue sky and the seemingly
endless peaks of the Pemigewasset Wilderness and the Presidential Range
beyond. In the photograph, I look fierce and wild, and my surroundings do,
too. But my memories of that day tell a different story: the overcrowded parking lot, the heavily impacted Falling Waters Trail, the hordes of tourists—
myself included—wandering the fragile alpine summits of Little Haystack,
Lincoln, and Lafayette.
On my way down the Old Bridle Path, I stand in line to descend the
steep, orange basalt dike of Agony Ridge, a punishing bit of trail on the edge
of precipitous Walker Ravine. I pass around assurances to first-time visitors
that this is the most difficult part. In another lifetime, I extended these same
assurances to groups of middle school students, as we slowly picked our way
down the mountain after a night on the side of Mount Lafayette. I am deeply
familiar with this terrain, but waiting in this line of bodies—including my
own—stands in deep contrast to my solitary, pathless meanderings in the
woods outside of my new Vermont home.
This I know: I have been homesick for the White Mountains’ steep granite
faces, their rocky paths, for moving my body—uninhibited—through what I
believed was their inherent wildness. Yet, driving home in the fading daylight,
my legs shaky and sore from the descent, something in me stirs: a disappointment I can’t quite locate.
It is summer again. My daughter no longer wiggles and crawls;
she now toddles through the yard. A year and a half after becoming a mother,
I am pregnant again. Whatever small advance I had made on the terrain of
my body has been willingly ceded once again, to the nausea and the violent
fatigue, to the new life growing in my womb.
I do battle with the weeds in the garden, my swollen belly making contact with the ground as I pull pigweed from the vegetable beds. I attempt in
vain to harvest every last green bean, every last broccoli floret. My suburban
upbringing betrays me when I try to tame our forest clearing into straight
lines with the electric mower, when, scythe in hand, I try to keep the grass
at bay in the orchard. I notice my sister-in-law watching me attempt to press
order on chaos, on the encroaching wilds.
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Can’t we just let plants be plants, she asks. Sometimes we need to let them
grow undisturbed.
My father-in-law says: We have to beat back the wilderness around here.
My mother-in-law gives him a look that says: It’s a losing battle.
Then she takes up her own body work, digging up a nook in the yard for
a new flower garden, though the others are overgrown and wild.
A few months later, as Vermont’s October foliage gives way
to the barren landscape of late autumn, the nausea subsides. For a brief span
of months, my body feels almost familiar, before it will grow and transform
beyond recognition. My daughter and I resume our wanderings. I drop her
into a backpack, swing it over my shoulders, and fasten the hip belt below
my growing womb. Frost hangs in the air. I duck under a blowdown, then
a sap line. We stop at the edge of a field, maples lining the frontier. Which
way toward home, pumpkin? I croon. Over my left shoulder, I can just see her
mittened hand, pointing to the east end of the field, where a faint path
through the lowland has been replaced by an obvious trail, packed down by
two years of our ritual wanderings.
This landscape, I have come to realize, is slippery and amorphous. Logging paths are cut, then grow up. Open fields grow in with briars. Blowdowns
punctuate once well-trodden paths. Views open up and then fill in. It’s rare
that I meet someone else on foot in these woods. When I do, we exchange
greetings in hushed tones and briefly. To do otherwise would be irreverent.
Still, I look east, to the mountains. I am blind to the sanctuary outside
my door.
I am kneeling on all fours on a hospital bed, screaming into
my exhalations. The midwife whispers, Save your strength for when the baby
comes. She’s almost here. There are four other bodies in the birthing room—
including my husband’s—but I can’t see them, can’t feel their presence. Pain
is all I know, and it comes unstoppably, violently.
My body is no longer my own.
Then: It’s time to push. Let us help you to the birthing stool.
Sweat drips off my nose. I shake my head. How? My arms and legs are
quivering, weak.
Your body remembers.
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Emily Mitchell Heidenreich in a mountain shelter. JESS CHARPENTIER

But I can’t remember, or don’t want to. All I know is pain, right now, in
this moment, and it’s routed me to the bed, a thousand stones pressing on my
back, on my womb. The birthing stool might as well be on top of Katahdin,
and I in Georgia, 2,200 miles away.
Suddenly, I’m on the stool. I don’t know how I got there, or how long it
might have taken. And then, somehow, my body takes control of the pain,
riding the waves of contractions, instead of getting crushed underneath them.
I am pushing, pushing. Yes, there is pain. But there is something else.
This is body work.
And then my second daughter: wet, pink, perfect.
I continue to look east, to the mountains, seeking to put
a mountain range between my body and the relentless physical demands
of caring for a helpless newborn and a willful, difficult toddler. I return to
Franconia Notch and this time hike west, toward the broad views of the
Kinsman peaks. The solitude I find on the south end of Kinsman Pond is a
tease; as I approach the junction with the Appalachian Trail, I’m suddenly in
a throng of hikers on a trail-turned-highway.
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I keep walking south, ascending an ethereal otherworld of stunted trees.
All of a sudden, I’m above the trees, on the summit of South Kinsman, where
the unfiltered strength of the sun catches me off guard. I follow the carefully
maintained treadway. Delicate alpine plants and lichen are surrounded by
a phalanx of a thousand stones, standing dutiful guard like soldiers going
into battle. I look around, marveling at this wild and bald summit, in some
ways so manicured, in all ways so different from the irrepressible and—as I’m
slowly learning—the irresistible disorder of our family land.
But this is progress, I assure myself. Hikers and dogs lounge in all directions; not one of them has ventured out of bounds. The alpine vegetation
quietly continues its hardscrabble existence.
Farther on, I make small talk with three southbound thru-hikers lazing on
rocks in the sun. I ask them what’s changed on the trail since I myself stood
here, 14 years ago, on my own thru-hike. I notice the official-looking yellow
Appalachian Trail placards on their backpacks.
What are the tags for?
The ATC* wants us to register.
Mmm, I say.
Conversation trails off.
We gaze in silence at the 360-degree views.
I pull out my map, but I don’t need it to tell me I am looking out at
imposing and isolated Mount Carrigain to the east, the Sandwich Range to
its south, Mount Moosilauke behind me. I lived among these mountains for
nearly a decade—as a thru-traveler, as a teacher, a trip leader, a caretaker—
and they are written into my blood, the shapes of their peaks imprinted on
my brain. Yet today, the distant views are eclipsed by my view of this summit,
littered with bodies. Each body a pinpoint on our phones’ GPS apps, some of
us tagged with yellow placards, all of us staying between the lines.
And then it hits me, a sudden and nascent craving: I want to go home. I
want the solitude and unrestricted freedom of the hills on my family’s land.
I want to meander up our sugar bush, topping out on a geological feature
we call the Highest Point, with its sweeping views of Orange Heights to the
northwest. There, I can walk in any direction my legs carry me. There, I can
exit the summit any damn way I choose.
The unruliness of this family land begets its inaccessibility; its ordinariness
precipitates its solitude. It’s a wilderness where, babies in tow, I’m learning
*Appalachian Trail Conservancy.
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to cede control: not only to the pathless landscape, but to the unceasing
demands of motherhood. For me, the two are inextricably bound.
I leave the summit of South Kinsman and make my way back down to
Kinsman Pond, threading my way through these mountains where I thought
I had first experienced real wilderness. Where, I now realize, the paths stay
mostly clear, the blowdowns get removed, the trailheads remain open, the
National Forest roads clear. What then felt wild now feels curated.
My two baby girls have grown; they’re far from nurslings.
I can no longer carry them on my back. My body used to be their universe;
now they are more interested in their friends, or in each other. They are in
school, and I’m back at work. Time for far-flung roaming is at a premium.
When we wander, we don’t wander far.
But when we wander, I engage my daughters in their own body work. Not
the body work of their mother, the work of grasping for control in an unpredictable world. Nor the body work of their grandmother, with her instinct
to make things grow. But the body work of children, the work of exploration
and curiosity. Through exploration, I try to plant the connections between
their bodies and this land we live on.
When we wander, we talk about our sturdy legs, our bodies growing
strong, being brave, risk, and fear. We whisper the place names of our family’s
land, the land passed down from their great-grandparents:
The Cellar Hole
The Old Barn foundation
		 Slide-a-phoria
			
Sherwood Lane
				The Witch’s House
					The Magic Field
						The Straightaway
							The Highest Point.
My daughters and I wander, and we gather these names, turning them over
in our mouths like our hands on the stones in our pockets. We make them
ours, though the three of us are the newest residents here, on this scrappy
piece of land.
We are wild. We don’t wander far. We don’t have to.
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We’ve planted our bodies in this forgotten corner of eastern Vermont,
where I’ll grow into middle age, where my daughters’ bodies will grow strong.
They’re already strong. No, it is not Mount Washington’s alpine garden, with
the diapensia in full bloom. I cannot hike straight up a mountainside for
miles and miles, sweat beading and running down my chest. But this is home.
Home. A quiet cathedral of maples and oaks and hemlock and pine
nestled in the subtle rolling hills. Where my body can lose itself among the
raw, the untamed.
Home. Where, together, we cultivate our own wild.

Emily Mitchell Heidenreich, a former outdoor educator, is now a librarian at the best small-town library in Vermont (her words). When she’s not
working or parenting, she enjoys reading, writing, rock climbing, and connecting with people who value pushing their limits in the outdoors, especially
her husband and two daughters.
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My Time Is Short
A woodsman shares hidden treasures of
the forest with his stepdaughter
Judi Calhoun
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T

he experts say that biodegradability is measurable. Plastic
bottles and bags may take 1,000 years to decay, while natural items
begin to decompose within days. From the moment a thing is born, it begins
to die. My stepfather would say: “Nature is in the business of recycling nature.
Man is in the business of destroying it.” As a child, I learned firsthand this
sequence from birth to decay, not from any textbook but from a walk in
the woods.
My stepfather Wilfred Tyler was a mountain woodsman, a living, breathing
history book, and a fascinating wilderness guide if you’d been patient and
lingered long enough—which I did. My eager ears strained to absorb every
word, every historic exposé on this state I’d come to know as home––
New Hampshire.
With great intelligence, insight, and knowledge, he could expound on
fiddleheads, quaking aspens, rock formations, or rocks sculptured by time
and water. Then the other things, things that could not be seen with a casual
glance: ancient ancestors, ghosts, forgotten societies, people and places seemingly turning to dust before our eyes. Images that would unsettle peaceful
thoughts while igniting a sense of wonder.
Nature chiseled my stepfather’s profile to resemble the Old Man
of the Mountain, and the Pennacook–Abenaki nation gave him a name––
Gyp. A name distinctly defined to mean Pain. It rather suited my stepfather,
considering his life was filled with much loss, beginning at birth with his
mother’s death. A short time later his father would leave him at the doorstep
of a friend who was close enough to be called family but still not.
I recall fondly one fall day when I took a walk in the woods with the old
man. (He was younger back then, but always he carried the wisdom of age.)
As we walked, I made sure to pay attention to the moments and places where
he would pause.
In the coolness of the afternoon we found ourselves looking out from the
shadows at a sun-filled clover field. Dad would reach down to pick up arrowhead stones, and when he’d stand, his face wore that faraway expression, lost
in some distant memory. Most likely memories of the Pennacook–Abenaki
nation, the Algonquian, and the Passamaquoddy.
With insight, the author’s stepfather could expound on rock formations, forgotten
societies, and ghosts: An old rock foundation near Mount Cardigan, Alexandria,
New Hampshire. CHRISTINE WOODSIDE
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I knew in that moment that this place where we stood had to be special.
It was, in fact, an Algonquian settlement. They’d chosen this spot because of
its proximity to the Pemigewasset River. This clear-cut field (only a few steps
away) offered observers an unspoiled view, an ideal hiding place to watch for
prey––animals––that would provide the tribe food, clothing, and comfort.
Friends of the family would often tell the story of a white boy, a young
teenager who’d left home sometime in the mid-1920s to learn of nature by
traveling through the woods, only to come face-to-face with an American
Indian boy around his age, and how his tribe took the white boy into their
community. Tribe members taught him how to hunt. Later the family would
come to understand that that boy was in fact my stepfather, Wilfred Tyler.
He bent down, his hands touching the pine-needle-covered soil. “We’d
buried the blood here. We gave thanks to the Great Spirit for providing. We
were so grateful.” His eyes looked up at me. “Nature does not forget what you
take from her.”
I pondered on his words as we stood in the peaceful woods listening to the
sounds of nature, hearing birds chirping, and a few leftover raindrops thudding against dark green leaves. I closed my eyes to hear the drumbeats and
native chants.
Perhaps, to some hiker, this spot was nothing more than a nice view of the
mountainside, but for my stepfather, this had once been home and was now
a memorial.
That special feeling, a tingling of excitement, would fill me on
those summer mornings in the early 1960s, at the beginning of our long road
trips in the blue Buick Regal from Wakefield, Massachusetts, to the Lakes
Region of New Hampshire. My stepfather would suddenly pull over on the
side of the road in the middle of nowhere, next to a field with only a few cows,
to announce that he wanted to show us something. That meant whatever we
were about to see was going to be extraordinary and something few people
were privileged to view. It also meant that we would have to walk into the
woods a good distance, sometimes miles.
It did not matter how many years, snowstorms, or windstorms had passed.
He knew exactly how to find these hidden places. Once we’d followed him
until we came upon two ancient gravestones, not a cemetery but just two
granite headstones from a family that had settled and lived here in the late
1800s. The Oklahoma land rush caused many New Englanders to leave the
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Judi Calhoun and her stepfather. COURTESY OF THE AUTHOR

hardships of winter behind and journey out west to grab land and live what
they thought might be a better life.
I don’t recall the names on the stones. Too many years have come and
gone. What was so special about them were the two framed photos of children who died. They were monochromatic silver iodide photos inlaid with
gold filigree mats and gold over wood frames, sunk deep into an expertly
carved alcove at the head of each stone.
And to see them still here, and in near perfect condition after all these
years, was astonishing. It wasn’t the craftsmanship of the stones that mystified
me, it was the children themselves––younger than me by more than a few
years, dressed in plain farm clothing, no smile on their faces, no pose-for-thecamera false deportment, maybe just honest pain from standing posed for far
too long.
I studied the face of the girl who had lived only ten years on this earth,
and I wondered why she had died. Sadness fell over me; sad because very few
people would ever come across these wonderful gravestones or even know
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they’d been erected here by parents who loved their children and used what
money they had to leave a memorial. To tell the world that two beloved children had lived, died, and were buried on these woodsy hills.
I rummaged around in my bag for my drawing tablet and began some
quick sketches. Once back in the car, I found myself creating an imaginary
story about them––one that had a much better ending for these children.
There were many more days like this, and places my stepfather would
stop. Once we hiked behind him to a hidden village of rickety, tumblingdown buildings, some with trees growing right through the center and out
the top of the roofs.
These sad, forgotten buildings were not empty. Some contained old trunks
filled with water-damaged books, and broken picture frames with photos
of strangers, old clothing matted with rotten leaves, and things I could not
explain.
I was astonished to find one small house completely furnished. Logs were
stacked by the stove, a rocking chair with a knitting basket on its wicker seat.
It was as if the woman had gotten out of her chair and just evaporated. I
swear it wasn’t my imagination: The rocker moved. Maybe it was a breeze—or
perhaps she hadn’t left at all? Perhaps she still sat in that chair watching me
from the shadows.
On the paint-peeling windowsill sat a small, rusty blue metal toy truck
reflecting a pale cerulean haze on the dirt-clouded glass. I picked it up and
looked it over. The wheels did not turn, but I wondered if the child had left
it behind for someone. I could not take it, although I wanted to very much.
It would have made a perfectly wonderful souvenir, something to remind me
of this place. However, my father’s rules were simple: We were not allowed to
take anything. We could only respectfully observe their history, their stories
lost in decay over time.
He considered abandoned places (such as they were) cemeteries without
headstones, ghost towns without official records. Beneath our feet lay the
bones of so many who’d once had hopes and dreams. If only they’d left a
diary, we could’ve known what happened. What incident caused an entire
village to vanish?
I am older now, yet over the years I have often thought about
these places, wondering if they still exist. Has time completely degenerated
all remains, or have human scavengers taken what I wanted to take? Perhaps
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all those grand, glorious, haunted images of paths less traveled and the ghosts
of forgotten people were enough to hold as memories in my heart.
As my 20-year-old-self once wrote in that green leather diary with the gold
key: If I could tuck these adventures down deep inside my pockets, I would do so,
and every so often I would take them out and as they’d shine their warm glow
upon my face, I’d smile reexperiencing their loveliness and the memory of the day.
Happy to have them.
Happy yes, that all my explorations and daring escapades with my Old
Man of the Mountain were more than fantastic memories; they gave me a
strong desire for adventure, crafted my temperament, and defined me in ways
that I am only now finding out.
Someone wise once wrote, “What’s valuable arrives naturally and departs
much too swiftly from our hearts.” Brilliant words, and a reminder that
Wilfred Tyler died much too soon. And of all his humble wisdom, he departed
this world leaving behind one simple cautionary message, crudely carved into
a large aging oak tree somewhere in the middle of the woods: My time is short,
leave me as you found me.

Judi Calhoun is a short-story writer. Her work has appeared in Safety Drill,
Blue Moon, Literary and Art Review, and on the fiction app Great Jones Street.
She is currently creating a humorous collection of short stories based on her
experiences as an elementary school art teacher.
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The Struggle
An injured deer and a dilemma
Benjamin Alva Polley
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N

ot long ago, I climbed aboard a plane in El Paso, Tex as,
and headed here to my parents’ house in north central Illinois. I needed
to go home and deal with the past I had never really relinquished under the
guise of a visit for a week during Christmas. Whenever I return, I am struck
that a place could shape me yet sidestep feeling like home. My first morning
back, I sit with coffee staring out the window at my parents’ Norwegian
elkhound, Cheyenne. It has become a steadying point for me to take her out
to the woods each day of my visits back, to give her a chance to run around
free from the godforsaken chain she is on all day.
One day, I load Cheyenne up into the bed of my father’s red Chevy S-10
pickup. I drive two miles east along a black ribbon of highway, passing by
fresh snow that carpets the furrowed cornfields. I am heading to Snyder’s
Grove, which is a small wooded nature preserve outside of town. I drive onto
the gravel lane leading in, just beyond the gate, and pull over to let Cheyenne
jump out of the truck. She races in front of the truck as I maneuver the gear
shift into first, then second, and steer the truck deeper into the sanctuary of
giant maples, oaks, and orange Osage trees. Animal tracks punctuate the thin
veneer of snow. The forest is quiet except for the purring of the truck’s engine
and the smattering of birdsong. Cheyenne stops, relieves herself, and marks
her territory on a large, gnarled, old oak tree lining the edges of the Little
Vermilion River. I always like to let her out before our stroll to release some
of that pent-up and frustrated energy that chained pets harbor.
I drive around a bend in the road as I watch Cheyenne spook four whitetail
does from their daybeds. The deer stand, snort, and stomp their front hooves
as the matriarch flags her tail, and they all bound quickly into the copse of
deciduous trees lining the edge of the field. They burst forth through the open
field. The deer initiate the chase, and Cheyenne, on instinct, follows.
I park the truck and jump out. Numerous times I holler, “Cheyenne!
Cheyenne!” and whistle repeatedly. Her domesticity wins out in the end and
overpowers her instinctual drive. She runs back to me, panting and out of
breath. The domestic sheen and innocence temporarily seem missing from
her eyes as a new light of wildness shines through.
We begin our stroll by crossing the creek on a dilapidated wooden bridge
constructed of precut lumber. A cleared and mowed trail loops on the north
side of the creek. I usually do a figure-eight pattern. Here, most of the trees

In the prairie and woodland of north central Illinois, animals hide and run. MARK SHAWM
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are deciduous hardwood and stand stark naked in the winter. The sky is as
gray as dry cement.
This particular woodland and the corridor created by the creek
allow the last remaining wildlife populations to find hidden shelter during
the day. Throughout my younger years, I had come here for my own shelter
and reprieve. Nothing wears masks here except raccoons. Raccoons sleep in
cavities of trees, opossums play dead, foxes dart through the forest: I find
camaraderie in it all and loneliness upon my return home. One April, years
before, I surprised a doe who was bedded down and reluctant to flee. My old
dog, Angie, a mixed breed of Norwegian elkhound and German shepherd,
gave chase to the doe, and I walked over to where the deer had lain and found
a little spotted fawn still covered in afterbirth. She was tiny, innocent, and
fresh to this world. I rounded up the dog and we left immediately, to let the
deer family be.
The few remaining woodlands and fewer still tallgrass prairies, such as
Nachusa Grasslands, in north central Illinois, and Midewin National Tallgrass
Prairie, in the northeast, are the last vestiges of what this land used to be.
Most of them have been converted to agricultural fields. Illinois, the Prairie
State, comprised 60 percent native prairie (22 million acres) in the nineteenth
century, according to the Illinois Department of Natural Resources. Now in
2017, only 2,500 acres remain.
The French called the rolling plains of grass prairie, which means a
meadow. Climate, grazing, and fire maintained the prairie’s open grassland
expanse. Rainfall varies from year to year within a prairie, and this usually
causes a drought in midsummer. The landscape was molded slowly over
time with its fluctuations. It wasn’t forced into an exact system, not boxed
in like children put in lines, to walk to desks, to sit still—that is, until deeds,
agriculture, and roads came along. Before the prairie landscape was tethered
to human designs, the drought came roughly every five years, causing fires
to flare across the land, clearing away saplings and other trees from its long
grasses. Trees die in drought, but grass goes dormant. These fires don’t usually
penetrate the underground tangled rhizomes, roots, bulbs, and rootstock that
constitute most grasslands but instead clear away the above-ground thatch of
dead grasses and saplings, making room for new growth.
Before settlers rolled their wagons in, wild grazing animals such as buffalo,
deer, elk, and rabbits covered the prairie. These creatures increased the growth
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of prairies by adding nitrogen to the soil through urine and feces and creating
open areas for plants that like to have the soil dug up. The decomposition of
all this plant material has led to some of the most fertile land in the world.
More than a century and a half ago, settlers transformed these prairies into
farmland. Where the land wasn’t natural prairie or good for agriculture,
woodlands were allowed to reside, and some of these woodlands remain
where towns, cities, and developers haven’t decimated them yet. Snyder’s
Grove is one such area.
I stroll along the creek, and Cheyenne follows her nose
wherever it leads her. Even if I stop, breathe in the air, and listen to the water
as it rolls over logs or riffles over slight rapids, the mile-long stroll feels too
short. We cross the bridge back over to the parking lot. I climb inside the
truck and start the engine. On the way out, I let Cheyenne run next to the
truck again.
Cheyenne startles one of the same does. At first, the doe easily outruns
the dog. But, on closer observation, I notice the front right leg of the deer is
dangling, tethering and hanging on by some arteries, cartilage, and flesh. The
deer runs 50 yards ahead, stops, and snorts, but once Cheyenne crosses an
unseen line of invading the deer’s space, the deer catches its breath, stomps,
flags its tail, and takes off again. I let off the brakes, idle a ways, stop, park,
and jump out of the truck.
I holler, “Cheyenne, Cheyenne, get back here!” I whistle and start to lose
my cool. Now, I love my parents, but the dog has no training. She is completely ignoring me. I can’t blame her. That chain awaits her at home to tether
her down.
This time she gives chase and gets within 25 yards before the deer runs
again, out of the nature preserve. I jump back in the truck and head out after
them. I drive east down Highway 52, pull into a field entrance, and park the
truck again. I head out through the furrowed field after the dog, hollering and
yelling dozens more times, to no avail.
Cheyenne keeps narrowing the gap until she is within 10 feet of the deer,
and the doe is completely out of breath. I notice the deer is also wheezing.
Cheyenne barks at its hooves but doesn’t remember through her long history
of domestication what to do besides chase it until the trainer gets there.
I see the deer is exhausted, and Cheyenne is wasting the animal’s vital
energy. Eventually, I cross over into the deer’s space, and the deer hobbles
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about 30 yards away from me. It stops, glances with disdain more than fear
now at the barking dog, then stares in my direction as I approach. I get within
10 yards before the deer takes off again. It runs just 25 yards, then stops and
wheezes heavily. Again, I get within 10 yards before it bolts again. Each time
the distance it runs is less.
This time as I approach, my old sense of place within these woods overlaps
my ability to feel a sense of purpose and moral steadiness in this moment. It
is my fault that my parents’ dog is extinguishing the last vital energy of this
injured creature. What is the most compassionate thing I can do? Once I get
Cheyenne, should I just hike away and let nature run its course? Or am I and
my decisions also part of nature? Should I leave this creature for the coyotes to kill
and let crows, foxes, vultures, insects, and time pick away at it? Feeling more of
the woods than of the town code of ethics, I shift away from such a passive
approach.
I have to put this animal out of its misery. I have no knife on
me, so I search the ground for branches to use as clubs, or rocks or other tools
to help me—nothing. All the branches I pick up crumble in my hands. The
dog chases the animal within a couple of feet of me, and this image pops into
my head to tackle it. No way, I think. The beast would slice and cut me up. The
creature doesn’t want to die, or does it? I shake off the predatory temptation to
jump on its back.
Cheyenne chases it down into a ravine with a frozen creek, thick with
trees. The timber jam bars the way. At this point, the animal is practically
walking dead. I stand about 10 feet above the creature. Adrenaline seeps from
the adrenal glands in my kidneys, pumps into my bloodstream, floods my
arteries, and cascades to my brain and my heart. My pupils dilate, and my
muscles respond. Instincts kick in. My eyes scan the frozen creek bed for
rocks. I crawl down to the creek and kick a softball-sized rock loose. I palm
the cold, hard stone. Cheyenne continues to bark at this animal that is six
times her size. I climb back up on the bank. I wait until the dog is out of the
way. I wind up like the pitcher/outfielder that I used to be and launch the
rock right at the creature’s head. THUMP !!
The animal’s legs slide out from under it as it collapses and falls back
against the bank. I hesitatingly crawl down the bank and walk up to the
unconscious creature. Its breath is minimal when I wrap my palms around
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and grip the beast’s tawny-gray furry neck. I squeeze as tight as I can, holding
my hands there for what felt like minutes and choke it as hard as I can. I am
nearly crying at the feel of its rough hair and sinewed muscles in my hands as
the lights in its eyes go out.
My heart pounds like a jackhammer.
I realize at some point in those minutes that I am simultaneously helping
her die less painfully while also choking out the past that tethers my own
sense of not being allowed to be fully, ruggedly, and evolutionarily human.
The deer is still, and the woods are more still than they’ll probably ever be
again for me.
I grab Cheyenne and pick her up. She weighs about 35 pounds, and I carry
her the mile back to the truck. I can’t let her go because I know she doesn’t
want to come with me. Her evolutionary instincts of being a wolf tell her
no. Her training within the ancient breed of elkhound tells her no. Mine say,
let’s go!
I reverse the truck out of the field entrance and race toward town. My
heart is leaping out of my chest. My palms sweat, and my arms shake as I grip
the wheel. I drive back into town. I pull into the garage. I put the dog back
on the chain and head inside. My father, 73 at the time, is napping upstairs.
One of my older brothers, Daniel, is home for the weekend from Chicago.
He takes one look at me and asks, “What happened?” I proceed to tell him,
and he says, “You savage!”
I yell up to my father and explain what happened. “Call the state of Illinois to see if they will mail you deer tags.” Then he says the deer probably
died adjacent to the nature preserve. “I suppose that is the rendering works
property next to Snyder’s Grove.”
“Do you have any experience cutting up deer?” I half-ask. I knew that
back in his day he only hunted ducks, pheasants, rabbits, and squirrels.
“Not much,” he responds.
“Hello, is this the rendering works?” I ask.
“Yes,” the man on the other end says.
I fill him in on the story and ask, “May I have permission to get the deer?”
The man hesitates for a while and seems caught off guard by the question.
“I guess.”
I hang up the phone. I felt like I was talking to the gatekeeper who hands
out permission to be oneself and be fully human, as if I need permission. My
adrenaline smolders.
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I decide to call a few friends who hunt. None of them pick up.
As I am about to head out the door, my friends Dan and Jeff show up
unexpectedly. I clue them in and see if they will help me carry the deer and
load it.
We drive out there in separate vehicles. We hike down into the draw, pick
the doe up, and carry her like pallbearers. We lug her to the truck and lay her
into the bed. We drive to the house of Jeff’s boss, who hangs the deer on a
hook and cuts her body up. He notices that several of her ribs were splintered,
severed, and broken and says, “Looks like a vehicle got the deer first.”
Illinois’ deer population is currently 750,000 to 800,000.
Hunters harvest more than 155,000 deer annually. Each year, there are more
than 15,000 automobile collisions involving deer. According to a State Farm
study, car collisions with deer dramatically increase during mating season,
which occurs from October to December. Deer are more active and willing to
migrate farther and more frequently during this time of the year as they forgo
caution at traffic crossings, having only one thing on their minds.
U.S. deer populations have exploded during the last century, numbering significantly more than 30 million as of 2015. Some areas have more
than 100 deer per square mile. In the 1800s and by the 1920s, deer were practically extinct in many colonial states. Now that deer have become habituated
to our gardens, our well-manicured lawns with our ornamentals and lack
of predators around, their numbers have skyrocketed, which has led to
more collisions.
The day after I held the deer’s life in my hands, I watch one
of my best friends, Brad, cut up the meat delicately into usable portions. I
give some meat to Brad for helping and the rest to my family. Two days later,
I jump back on a plane to finish seasonal backcountry trail work in Big Bend
National Park, in Texas.
I never did taste the meat, but I tasted the dormant wildness within all
of us. I had to kill the half-dead beast within me to get the domesticity out
of my own eyes. I had to cut away the parts that were mangled and left
nonfunctional by society, so that I could offer up the good and nourishing
parts that I had left after that. Cheyenne and her chain, that doe left with
not enough prairie or preserve to shelter her, a rock, and two bare hands. The
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struggle wasn’t between the three of us; the struggle is how humans relate to
ourselves and to the landscape and how much tinkering we should be allowed
to do.

Benjamin Alva Polley lives in Whitefish, Montana, and worked for more
than a decade as trail worker, fire lookout, wildlife observer, and ranger for
the National Park Service, mostly in Glacier National Park. His work has
appeared in Esquire, Sierra, Bugle, Canoe & Kayak, Lake Superior Magazine,
Earth Island Journal, and many other publications. He is one of the associate
editors of the Whitefish Review and is currently writing a book about the sense
of place that will include this essay.
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Fall on Big Moose
Mountain
A self-rescue on a day hike drives home old safety lessons
Matt Chabe
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I

fell on a mountain. That’s what I tell people. Later, I realized
it would be more accurate to call it a “mountain climbing accident,” but by
then, I had explained the injury to so many people that changing it seemed
like it might confuse the zeitgeist. So the line stuck—I fell on a mountain.
None of which is 100 percent accurate. I actually fell up a mountain,
which I quickly discovered was more confusing than just bending the truth
a little. I could see it on people’s faces when I tested the truth, that cognitive
battle between two equally correct core beliefs—that at least one direction on
a mountain is down, and gravity pulls forcefully in that direction. Up? How
do you fall up?
Today, a 5-inch-long scar arcs from my left eyebrow to a peak just above
my temple, ending above my ear. Eleven stitches and seven staples closed the
wound that made that scar. It’s not subtle.
I’ve been hiking up mountains for many years and have done it in all
seasons, at least enough to consider myself “experienced.” But I’m only
human, and it was only a matter of time before my own hubris would catch
up to me. Over time, I’d developed a sense of invulnerability. It’s easy to do
when I willingly and happily venture into the wild. Most people don’t do
that on a good day. When I tell my friends that I hike, backpack, and poke
around in the woods, I see it in their eyes; I hear it in their tone: You’re a
real adventurous person. Despite myself, the pride wells up, and it feels good.
I’d developed a case of the “it-can’t-happen-to-me” backwoods syndrome.
A 2009 survey by the British insurance company Elephant found that a
third of car accidents happen within one to five miles of the victims’ homes,
most of them from such routine activities as backing into vehicles in parking lots or exiting minor roads. Simple, routine stuff. Closer to the matter,
hikeSafe, the joint effort between the White Mountain National Forest and
the New Hampshire Fish and Game Department, reports, “Falls while hiking
in mountainous terrain typically account for more fatalities than any other
direct cause.” Other sources say the same thing: It’s the routine that gets you.
It’s not the rare, scary things like hypothermia and bear attacks.
It’s falling. Simple falling.

The view north from the summit of Big Moose Mountain in Greenfield, Maine, overlooking Moosehead Lake. The peaks of Baxter State Park are in the distance. MATT CHABE

winter/spring 2019 85

Appalachia_WS2019_FINAL_REV.indd 85

10/26/18 10:34 AM

Big Moose Mountain in Greenville, Maine, rises 3,196 feet and
is about an hour and a half ’s drive north of my house. Its name was Big
Squaw Mountain until 2000, when a Maine law renamed it. Big Moose sits
near the southwestern shore of Moosehead Lake, the state’s largest body of
water, and it was the site of the first fire tower in the country. (The tower was
relocated to the nearby Moosehead Lake Visitors’ Center in 2011.) On the
northern slope sits Big Squaw, an abandoned ski area that was revived in 2012
and retains its host’s former name. And it’s a nice, moderate day hike.

Big Moose Mountain

Big Moose Mountain, once known as Big Squaw Mountain, overlooks Moosehead Lake
from the water’s southwestern shore. LARRY GARLAND/APPALACHIAN MOUNTAIN CLUB
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The Big Moose trailhead is about a mile and a half down a potholed
logging road. I pulled into the parking area with my dog, Gulliver, on a sunny
April afternoon and parked near the only other car, a Honda Element. It was
the first warm day of the season, and temperatures were forecast to jump from
the previous day’s 50 degrees Fahrenheit to just over 70.
I hopped out of the truck and let Gulliver run free while I arranged my
pack. I took out some old running pants, my emergency kit, my MICROspikes, and my food to make room for my fleece, knowing that even in the
warmer days of spring, the summit could get cold. In some areas, pockets of
ice persist in hidden caves all summer long. I repacked my things, locked the
truck, and started on the trail.
The trail to the summit is only about 2.2 miles. Muddy at the bottom,
with a slow spring thaw trickling down through the rocks. I’d never hiked this
trail before, but from what I gleaned from trail reports, it remained wooded
with only a brief steep portion before reaching the summit. No problems.
The snow made its appearance about a mile from the summit. It
came in long, inconsistent patches of what skiers call “mashed potatoes” that
became more regular the farther I climbed. Eventually, the trail was nothing
but soft snow about a foot deep. I had left my snowshoes at home. It was a
warm spring day, and I was wearing shorts. The heavy forest canopy had kept
the trail from thawing as quickly as others I had seen recently.
Gulliver ran ahead. The snow slowed my average time, and it was getting
harder to keep up with him. Every so often I’d posthole into a shallow
depression, the snow’s thin, hardened crust scratching my bare shins. With
every corner, I convinced myself I could see the treeline.
On one particularly steep pitch, I stepped forward and the ground disappeared. This was no shallow posthole. I had broken through the snow into
a depression almost to the knee. I pitched forward with the full force of my
weight, driving my head into a blown-down tree. My glasses flew off into the
woods. I saw a flash of white.
I scrambled half-blind through the brush, feeling for my glasses. I was
dimly aware that my head had been hurt—maybe it’s just a bruise, I thought.
But when I put my hand up to check it, blood gushed down my forearm. A
hairy flap of skin hung from the left side of my head. A protruding branch
had sliced me nearly to the skull. I pushed the flap back into position.
Oh, this is not good. This is not good.
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The dog was pacing in circles, whimpering and panting. Something was
clearly wrong.
“Gulliver. Come help me find my glasses.” I said it in a calm, even tone.
No response.
“Hey. I need your help. Dude.” Note that I have never, at any point,
trained the dog to find my glasses. I’m not sure what I expected for a response,
but I still received none.
After a few minutes of scrambling in the underbrush, I found my glasses
and put them back on. My fingers were trembling. Blood pooled in the lenses
as I rifled with one hand through my pack for my emergency kit. Nothing.
Where was it? I reached to the bottom, then simply emptied the pack onto
the ground. A river of blood poured onto the snow and across the straps of
my pack. A dull ache began to set in. I knew I needed to apply a pressure
bandage to stop the bleeding before I tried to get off the mountain. I needed
the antibiotic, gauze, and tape.
And then, the awful realization: There was no emergency kit. I had left it
on the seat of my truck as I was packing my fleece. I had a clear vision of it
sitting there, forgotten. The one thing I always bring, and it was sitting in a
locked truck a mile and a half away.
That’s when the panic set in. I considered my options: my polyester
T-shirt? Too sweaty, and I needed the layer. My fleece? Too thick. And then I
found the thin running pants. Hurriedly, I tied them tightly around my head
and checked my phone. No signal. So I began the descent.
I never saw the hikers who came in the Honda Element. I wondered,
bemusedly, what they’d think when they came upon the bloody mess on their
own descent. When I got back to my truck, my phone had regained its signal.
“Call me,” I texted my wife. “Emergency.”
Greenville, Maine, is a small town. There’s a short main street
with a collection of local storefronts surrounded by a smattering of gas stations, grocery stores, and an Appalachian Mountain Club branch office. It’s
quaint and remote in a very Maine way, and that’s why people vacation here.
Not a lot of people live here.
The Charles A. Dean Memorial Hospital sits near the town center, about
ten miles from the logging road where the Big Moose trailhead is located.
Like the town itself, it’s small: a collection of mostly one-story brick and
wooden buildings with an “emergency” sign pointing out back.
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Thin running pants make a good makeshift pressure bandage in absence of a better
option. MATT CHABE

By the time I pulled up to the rear of the hospital, the wound had more or
less clotted. A thin trickle of blood continued to trace its way down my cheek.
The running-pants tourniquet was still cinched around my head like a bloody
turban. I could seek medical attention here, but the dog would have to stay
in the car for an indefinite amount of time. My wife was in Boston. Together,
we made the decision by phone that I’d drive to the hospital near my home.
It was about an hour and a half away.
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My head ached, but I was alert and I had food and water. I cinched the
makeshift pressure bandage tighter, eased the truck out of the parking lot,
and started toward the hospital in Bangor, Maine.
I could have been more prepared. I know it, and you know it.
I also know accidents like this happen out of the blue. I would have expected
something like this to happen on a winter ascent of Katahdin, during a windstorm in the White Mountains, or on a solo backcountry excursion. But after
all the orienteering, the survival books, the backpacking trips, and the general
outdoors activities, this falling accident happened close to home on a sunny
day hike. They say everything’s a learning opportunity.
Suddenly, old lessons I had learned many years ago gained new relevance:
Don’t forget the emergency kit. Pack more food and equipment than you
need. Leave a note on your windshield with your destination. Let people know
where you’re going to be with an expected return. It’s all Hiking 101. What I
really learned is that accidents can happen to the person I least expect—me.
A week and a half later, I felt antsy. My medical provider had removed
the stitches and staples a few days earlier, and a scab covered the scar. I was
fortunate to not have suffered a concussion. My eye was a deep purple where
the blood had pooled in the socket. The eye would heal, and the purple would
fade. But the scar—a rough, deep, mountain-shaped gash—would probably
remain forever.
Though I was technically injured, my body felt strong. My mind turned
to another hike. As I went through the list of possibilities, one peak nagged at
the back of my head. It sung a song both menacing and familiar. It was like
a poem missing its final line, a snippet of a song teasing me with a familiar
melody but with words I couldn’t recall.
I went back to Big Moose Mountain, overprepared. This time, I made the
summit. And along the way, I took a picture of the blown-down tree that had
gashed my head. Just for the memories.

Matt Chabe is a writer living in Maine and a senior editor at the Bangor
Daily News. His work has appeared in Backpacker, History Magazine, PopMatters, Sailing Magazine, Bangor Metro, and more. He has backpacked New
England’s highest peaks, summited Katahdin in a snowstorm, road tripped
cross-country on a shoestring budget, and last year ran his first marathon in
December’s wintry grip.
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In Cedar Woods
From the trail bridge,
the heron stalks amid
cattail strips, the eye all that alters.
Feathers shimmer
in the stream’s reflection. Now and then
the bird lifts its talons as it
paces forward, quiet, the eye quick
to catch a tremor of flow
beneath the surface.
Then out of silence —
the stabbing sound. The heron feeds
as one who hungers
for what surrounds the moment,
aquatic insects and rodents,
perch and sculpin when they appear
to embrace the full scene,
to grasp patience and proclivity,
to know nothing in the presence
of mystery, the heron, the waterway,
the giant in a hiatus of wonder.
Kay Mullen

Kay Mullen’s work has appeared in various poetry journals: Floating Bridge Review,
American Life in Poetry, Cross Winds Poetry Review, and others. She earned an MFA
from Pacific Lutheran University and has been a multiple Pushcart nominee and Best
of the Net nominee. She currently lives and teaches in Tacoma, Washington.
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Fear of Rattlesnakes
On the secret trails of small-time New England poachers
Christine Woodside
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T

he rattlesnake, Crotalus horridus, is not cute. Poachers
and scared people have nearly wiped them off the New England
landscape in the last century or two. A few hundred years ago New
England’s only venomous snake thrived. Streets, hills, and valleys are
named after them. In my hometown of Deep River, Connecticut, Rattling
Valley Road rambles down past outcroppings of ledge rock where, long
ago, rattlesnakes lay on the cliffs. Back then you watched where you put
your feet. Now cars ramble down that valley looking for a back way. A few
dozen miles north of here, Rattlesnake Mountain houses television and cell
antennae. Another Rattlesnake Mountain overlooks Squam Lake in central
New Hampshire; no snakes there, either. Rattlesnakes are so rare that
biologists who study them won’t reveal the last few spots where they live lest
they encourage poachers who usually know where they are, anyway.
For some years now, I’ve been on the trail of an underground rattlesnake
poaching operation in New England. Snakes sell for hundreds of dollars on
the internet, although harvesting and selling them in the Northeast is illegal.
I set out to visit where they do thrive so that I could understand what drives
small-time criminals to collect them in sacks and what fascinates those people
who would buy a wild snake and keep it in a cage. And so I followed the only
people who could legally show me: snake biologists.
Tom Tyning, a rattlesnake biologist from Berkshire Community
College, panted as he trudged slowly up the steep side of a traprock ridge
somewhere in southern Massachusetts—location to remain secret.
Tyning has spent his life following snakes. As a kid he caught and kept
snakes as if called by God. He told me that if he hadn’t picked the scientist
route, he could have grown up to be a snake hunter—except that in the
Northeast if you collect rattlesnakes without a scientist’s permit, you’re a
poacher. Poachers have worked long careers with limited penalties. The most
notorious of them was the late Rudy Komarek, who poached and killed 9,000
rattlesnakes in three states over 30 years. Komarek singlehandedly caused what
researchers have called “the shocking demise” of rattlesnakes in Connecticut,
New York, and Massachusetts. Tyning told me that after authorities caught
and imprisoned Komarek, he remained unrepentant. From prison, as a

Wearing protective gaiters and carrying a grabbing tool, biologist Tom Tyning pushes up
a ridge toward a rattlesnake den. CHRSTINE WOODSIDE
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protest, he mailed other illegal snake catchers maps marked in detail with
places the rattlesnakes lived. Apparently it’s easy to help poachers from jail.
Komarek did the damage of several people. Today the secret Rudys are still
at it. Tyning said, “There are always people getting arrested at airports who
get caught with snakes in their pockets, tied to their legs. It’s become a really
weird international ring of poaching. And it’s a huge smuggling operation.
After birds and even before monkeys, reptiles, especially snakes, and turtles
and lizards are among the biggest entities in international smuggling. They’re
fascinating; they’re beautiful. I understand all that stuff.”
I now trudged behind Tyning up a steep hill. The sun shone, which was
vital to our quest. Sun brings out the snakes. As he panted up the ridge, Tyning
joked that he was getting too old to chase his research subject. He was a big man
and very strong, and he pushed energetically toward the cliff where he knew a
community of timber rattlesnakes lived. I would help him collect a few for his
research. We were using all the same techniques poachers use. First, we would
hike right to where he knew they would be basking. Then he would reach out
with his snake tongs just as a snake went by. He would grab them with his
snake tongs and drop them into a bag I would hold open. The bag looked like
a pillowcase.
Late spring’s vegetal soil filled my nostrils. I heard a raspy hiss. A roughly
three-foot-long creature looking more like a black snake glided from under a
rock. “Why does it look so dark?” I asked. Tyning said that sometimes their
tan and black patterns seem to recede under grayish tones. “It’s about to shed
its skin,” he told me. “Are you ready? I’m going to grab it, and you’re going to
hold open the bag just when I tell you.”
“I’m ready,” I said, as if saying so would make it true. I had come out here
out of respect and awe for an endangered reptile that could kill me with its
bite. If it felt threatened, it could sink its fangs into my hovering arm. My
skin would swell up and eventually turn black as the venom kills tissue so
that it might be more easily digested were the snake to later make a meal
of me. That would never happen. Snakes eat mice and other small rodents.
They only bite humans if we threaten them. Which of course we were doing
right then. Still, humans almost never die of rattlesnake bites, and antivenom
available at nearby hospitals would quickly reverse any bite’s damage.
Disjointed versions of all those thoughts ran through my head as I stood with
the pillowcase, but Tyning’s calm demeanor washed over me.
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“The fear of snakes,” a Minnesota snake information site explains, “is a
learned behavior, which has been exacerbated by such things as myths and
media misrepresentation.”
I would not fail Tyning; I would help him without causing new problems.
Road noise could not drown out the molting snake’s loud hissing. Tyning
leaned in, ready to strike with his grabber. I leaned in. He expertly affixed the
two sides of the grabber around the snake. The rattling got louder.
The snake didn’t like what it knew was coming. It rattled and rattled;
I felt rattled. Tyning squeezed the grabber—and the thing wouldn’t shut
down. It was stuck open. The snake slid down and away and underneath
another rock. That had never happened to this biologist in his entire career,
and I was a witness. Something about the escape told me more than if we’d
gotten the snake. I’d gotten very close and could see the beautiful shingles of
its skin.

A timber rattlesnake moves across a rock on a cliff in southern Massachusetts. Its dark
skin shows it is about to molt. CHRISTINE WOODSIDE
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Dennis Quinn, an independent herpetologist, wore tan cargo
pants and a green striped polo shirt. He might have been out for a ramble in
the woods. Except he looked pretty odd. He was carrying a long snake grabber
and he asked if I would take one side of a large plastic cooler. He joked that he
dressed like a poacher—and that they tend to use the same collecting tactics.
Quinn’s job that day was collecting snakes for a study of fungal disease. In a
lab, scientists would take blood samples and make observations.
We trudged up and around a set of rock outcroppings covered by young
tree growth. They were in there. We peered down. He gently poked a pole
under the rock, just to rustle them up a bit. They slithered out like a slow,
downhill seep. I stood by, thinking I ought to apologize. One short one I
peered at from a crouch, watching his eyes, which looked like vertical slits.
“Sorry, guy,” I murmured. Quinn turned to me, reassuringly, and said, “I’ll
return these in a few days. Your job now is to open the cooler when I say.”
He grabbed first one, then another, then another snake with his tool and
quickly placed them into giant pillowcases. He said, without irony, that he
guessed scientists gathering snakes for lab studies could easily become snake
hunters if they didn’t have their work. The rattling went on and on as I held
open the green plastic lid.
A few days later, as he promised, Quinn returned alone with the cooler
and set his research subjects free. I imagined them sighing (or the serpentine
equivalent of sighing) and making fast time back to their big ledge rock.
I felt awe by now. I cared. Many people do care about rattlesnakes now.
Connecticut’s wildlife biologist Jenny Dickson told me later that the days
of hysteria and fear have passed. “The public is more understanding,” she
said. “You’re going to get the occasional intentional killing of the snakes. But
they’re probably going to think twice before they pick up the shovel and just
randomly whack something.”
A few years ago I thought I might see what else I could learn about the
poacher Rudy Komarek, so I sent an email to the office that had secretly
investigated his crimes in New York State:
“Dear office of environmental crime,” my letter started awkwardly. “I
am working on a story about rattlesnakes and their incredibly low numbers
due to poaching. I would like to interview someone who can talk about the
problem of poaching timber rattlesnakes and who was involved with
Operation Shell Shock a few years ago. Please let me hear from you.”
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I did not hear from them. I will venture a guess why. The battle goes on.
Any publicity might expose the last of the dens. I know well that reticence
to tell a writer about endangered snakes. Poaching continues by quiet, strong
criminals wearing hiking shoes and carrying pillowcases. They know where
the snakes live, and they sneak in, take them, sell them illegally, and go back
for more.
Stealthy small-time poaching in southern New England and New York
State threatens a species that has retreated in the parade of civilization. This
tragedy continues silently. People have crushed their land and them, losing
important predators of rodents and disease-carrying ticks. If I got my wish,
and it were no longer rarer than a lightning strike to see one, I could then fear
them, and even hate them. To save the timber rattlesnake, we must preserve
or re-create the conditions that led to our fear and hate. And we must learn
not to act upon that fear.

Christine Woodside is the editor of Appalachia. She lives in Deep River,
Connecticut, one mile from Rattling Valley Road, where she has never seen a rattler.
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Letters
Lessons from 219 Mountain Deaths
Thank you for reviewing my book, Death in the White Mountains: Hiker
Fatalities and How to Avoid Being One, in your Summer/Fall 2018 issue. The
reviewer, Steve Fagin, misrepresented the purpose of the book. He wrote that
the book “delivers, as promised, an abundance of death but falls somewhat
shorter regarding advice on avoiding fatality. In fairness, though, what can
you say beyond, ‘Don’t get too close to the edge,’ or ‘Make sure you have
plenty of warm clothing.’”
The point of my book was not to chronicle hundreds of deaths, as Fagin
suggested, but to find out what can be learned by studying White Mountain
fatalities. Using many sources, including Appalachia, I compiled a list of 219
hikers who have died in the region. I classified the victims according to cause
of death and examined all the deaths in each category to discover common
factors. The results were instructive. For example, I learned that all 46
hypothermia deaths were associated with three fatal errors. The most frequent
error was a lack of preparation. Thirty-four of 46 victims were unprepared
for the weather conditions. For summer hikers this usually meant not having
warm clothing and for winter hikers not having the necessary gear for an
unexpected overnight. The other fatal errors were failing to turn around when
the weather deteriorated (29 of 46) and hiking alone (24 of 46).
My book offers plenty of advice on “avoiding fatality.” Each of the first
nine chapters is devoted to a cause of death and includes extensive analysis of
common mistakes. At the end of each chapter, I offer safety suggestions, and
the final chapter distills these suggestions into six key lessons.
A great deal can be said beyond, “Don’t get too close to the edge.” In writing about falling deaths, I stress such matters as the wisdom of starting a hike
early so you’re not caught on the trail in darkness. I discuss the importance of
going up and down the same trail in winter so you can see icy areas and other
hazards. I also describe the danger of climbing Mount Washington when the
summit cone is encrusted with ice. How many people are aware that at such
times the mountain can be unsafe for well-equipped winter hikers? It becomes
the province of skilled mountaineers with rope and an anchoring system.
In analyzing the 219 fatal accidents, my goal was to prevent future loss
of life.
—Julie Boardman, New London, New Hampshire
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Bones and Moonlight
I found the bones of a fawn
by a quiet pond one sunny afternoon.
The small concave hip socket
weathered to whiteness seemed a place
to rest my thumb, not much bigger,
to lift the skeleton to its feet to run away.
The skull lay by a large rock
as if learning peace. I traced an eye socket
with a fingertip. Oak leaves rustled
and water rippled. I closed my eyes
in sympathy. I felt like tracery in the air.
I took a weather-polished leg bone
home, a tibia as long as my hand span,
and laid it on a windowsill. Those nights
when moonlight finds the fawn’s bone,
I feel a threnody in my own bones.
Robert M. Randolph

Robert M. Randolph has published poems in more than 40 journals in the U.S.
and abroad. He has twice been a Fulbright Scholar and teaches at Waynesburg
University in Pennsylvania.
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Accidents
Analysis from the White Mountains of
New Hampshire and occasionally elsewhere

A

s often happens in the winter Whites, last January brought
a number of freeze-thaw cycles that created plenty of slippery spots
and bonding problems on avalanche-prone slopes. In years past such a setup
has spawned ample trouble, and winter and spring 2018 offered their share.
But unlike prior winters’ mishaps, most of the 2018 accidents ended happily,
even when climbers, sliders, and wanderers found downhill woe. So here’s
that rarity: a happy Accidents column with no fatalities but with a few cautions attached.

Checked In
On Sunday, April 22, 2018, Christophe C., age 70, set out from the Appalachia trailhead parking area at 7:45 a.m. for a partial Presidential Range traverse
that would take him back to Pinkham Notch, where he had spent Saturday
night. A cab dropped him off at the parking area, and Christophe aimed for
summits: first Mount Adams and, from there, Mount Jefferson. The going
was slow, and on Jefferson’s summit, Christophe decided to bail out from his
planned route and descend the Caps Ridge Trail. From that trail’s base, he
walked down Jefferson Notch Road to the Base Road, where he stashed his
pack to make for lighter, quicker walking. Christophe then walked out the
Base Road to the Mount Washington Hotel, where he checked in at 1 a.m.
Once checked in, Christophe messaged his wife, Marie, about his change
in plans and turned toward sleep. Marie was awake and wondering about
her husband, but she never got his message. So, at 3:48 a.m., she called
New Hampshire State Police, who began looking for Christophe’s car. They
found it at the Pinkham Notch Visitor Center, and at 6:30 a.m. they called
New Hampshire Fish and Game to report a missing hiker. NHFG’s Lt. Wayne
Saunders took charge and asked Marie about her husband’s projected route.
She knew only that her husband was hiking in the Whites. Saunders began to
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organize a search. A combination of cold weather, wintry ground conditions,
Christophe’s age, and a reported medical condition (not released to the public)
helped NHFG decide to make that search an urgent, large one.
That weather gets its own paragraph here because it offers an ongoing
reminder of how winter hangs on in the high Whites. April 22’s temperature
averaged 18 degrees Fahrenheit at the Mount Washington Observatory, and on
the 23rd rose only to an average of 27. Both days featured full sun. But only a
few days earlier, on the 20th, a foot of snow had fallen, and an added half-foot
had accumulated in the following days. So, it was effectively still winter in the
Whites, and Saunders knew time could be crucial.
At 10 a.m. a full-scale search got underway, with teams from NHFG and
Androscoggin Valley Search and Rescue, snow rangers from the U.S. Forest
Service, and snowcat drivers from Mount Washington State Park. Saunders
also asked for and received a Black Hawk helicopter from the New Hampshire
Army National Guard (NHANG). With all of this capability, searchers began
to scour the trails above and below treeline, while the helicopter looked
from above.
Not long after the search had begun, Saunders was updating Christophe’s
family when he learned that they had just gotten a call from Christophe. He
was at the Mount Washington Hotel, exhausted from yesterday’s hike, and
he’d just awakened, unaware that he was the object of a large search. Saunders
confirmed that this was indeed Christophe and then drove to the hotel, where
at 1 p.m. Saunders interviewed Christophe.
Comment: This story was widely—and, at times, derisively—reported,
with emphasis laid on Christophe going to a “posh” hotel* while the (by
implication) regular folks of the world searched for him. But that slurs
Christophe, I think, and misses the points that deserve attention.
Christophe made many mistakes: He failed to leave a detailed trip plan, he
attempted an ambitious hike in winter-like conditions, he waited until 1 a.m.
to send any message home, and then he did not check to be sure that message
had been received. But once overextended, Christophe made some good
decisions, the chief one being to bail out down the west side of the mountain,
even though that left him a long way from his car at Pinkham Notch. Had he
simply confirmed that his message had reached home, this would have been a
*See, for example, “Massive search finds overdue hiker . . . checked in at the Mount Washington Hotel,” New Hampshire Union Leader, April 25, 2018. See unionleader.com/outdoors/
massive-search-finds-overdue-hiker--checked-in-at-the-mount-washington-hotel--20180424.
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self-rescue. What happened can be seen as another variation of the warnings
not to rely too much on modern technology.
And the aftermath of this story offers a glimpse into Christophe’s personality.
He was chagrined (as most would be) when he found that a large search had

Whiteouts strip away the markers that locate us and substitute an uncertainty where
even earth and sky can be confused. JERRY MONKMAN/ECOPHOTOGRAPHY
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been mounted. As would be true for most of us, he didn’t court attention or try
to counter the media stories. Instead, he waited for attention to wash onto what
came next, and then, before bills could be sent or any new outrage kindled, he
sent NHFG a $3,000 check to defray the expenses of the search. That initiative
and Christophe’s remorse helped NHFG’s Colonel Kevin Jordan decide not
to bill him for his negligence leading to the search. The $3,000 he sent doesn’t
account for the volunteers’ time and their disrupted lives nor cover the cost
of the helicopter, although NHANG usually flies such a search as a training
mission. The sum was nearly double NHFG’s expenses for the short search.
In a statement to the Manchester Union Leader published on July 11, Jordan
said, “I could have still billed him. I just felt based on his remorsefulness, his
respect, his understanding of the situation, and his promptness in getting a
$3,000 check off before he had to at that point showed all good signs [that] we
had accomplished what we set out to do.”
Jordan noted that the military waived the cost of the helicopter, which flies
at a rate he estimated at $6,000 per hour. He cautioned that the military might
not waive those expenses in the future. That expense and who covers it may be
one of the major, future stories of search and rescue in the Whites.
A final thought: For rescuers, confusion and uncertainty are often givens
when they receive a call and set out to find or help someone. Most of us,
however, read a narrative after the rescue’s over, when a solution seems simple
and obvious. “Just wait a bit, and see if he reappears,” I heard one person say
about this story and the search it launched. But Christophe’s story points yet
again to the way that our volunteers and professionals must sometimes make
search-and-rescue decisions from sketchy information, or very little at all, and
when they decide, they usually land on the side of offering significant help.

White Space
Column readers are familiar with “shoulder season” stories, and this is another
one. November 27, 2017, visited winter-cold temperatures and 3.2 inches of
snow outside the Mount Washington Observatory. The average temperature
was 11 degrees F (14 degrees below normal), and the wind blew through at a
perky 58-mph average. So it takes little imagination to conjure spinning sheets
of snow and tough visibility.
Not far from that summit, just after noon, Scott Z., age 47, had reached
the point where the Monroe Loop leaves the Crawford Path, but he could
see no trails at all. Above treeline and exposed to the pushy northwest wind,
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Scott reached an uncertainty. He pulled out his phone and called for help.
NHFG Lt. Brad Morse got the call, which included Scott’s phone number
and coordinates. Morse called Scott and left a message to call him, which
Scott did a little after 1 p.m. Morse, having plotted Scott’s location, told Scott
to turn around and follow his tracks back along the ridgeline, explaining that
this would take him into the relative shelter of trees in a little under a mile.
Scott agreed and reported that his phone was carrying an 80-percent charge,
and he signed off.
At 2:05 p.m. Scott called back, saying he felt he was off trail again, in four
feet of snow with no visibility. Morse plotted Scott’s new coordinates and called
back to tell him that he was still on the Crawford Path and had made 0.75 mile
of headway since his last call. Morse “advised him to continue in the same
direction and attempt to follow his trail or the ridgeline,” which would take
him to the trees and protection from the wind “in a short distance.” Morse
also said that he would send several rescuers to Scott’s assistance. Scott agreed
to the plan. By then he also reported that his phone battery had dropped to
under 10-percent charge; at 2:13 p.m. Morse lost contact with Scott.
Morse summoned three fellow NHFG conservation officers, who at
4:10 p.m. left the trailhead to find Scott. Ten minutes later, they returned
with Scott. In an interview with Morse, Scott said that after their last phone
conversation he had relocated the Crawford Path and kept descending. When
he reached the Edmands Path, he had decided to “bail out,” which took him to
Mount Clinton Road, where he ran into the COs. Scott characterized himself
as “an experienced hiker,” and Morse found that “he was well equipped for
hiking in winter conditions.”
Comment: This phone-guided rescue verges on self-rescue, in keeping
with the happy-endings theme for this column. But before we get too happy,
let’s go back up to the site of Scott’s initial call and the fully realized winter
that surrounded him. “Experience” can bring us to such a meeting between
hiker and weather, but, unless that experience includes time already spent in
such severe weather, the security of being experienced can fly away as quickly
as a dropped mitten in a gale. Scott said in his post-noon call that he felt lost
in a whiteout. We can imagine ourselves in such a new (and terrifying) reality.
Morse, who knows these ridges and weathers well, served as the tether that
kept Scott in touch with where he was and how he might get back to a point
where his world again cohered. The hour between his first and second calls,
while he battled down the Crawford Path ridge, obviously was a fraught one.
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Scott was fortunate that his phone battery had enough charge for one more
call just after 2 p.m. It kept him from stalling in the white room where he was
stuck, and it kept rescuers from wondering where they might have to go. Once
he reached the woods, Scott had returned to a world he recognized, one where
he was fine.
Whiteouts strip away the markers that locate us and substitute an
uncertainty where even earth and sky can be confused. What’s down and
what’s up, we wonder. For the locator-animals we are, such uncertainty is very
bad news, and it made Scott reach for his phone. Here’s a rescue where a
phone was a boon. It allowed Lt. Morse to orient Scott, and, even as rescuers
were finally brought in, it kept them from walking up into the open question
of Scott’s direction; it gave them an aimpoint. Phones and other tech devices
often provide false confidence that encourages overextension because help
seems always at hand. But here, trouble materialized in heavy wind and stirred
snow, through which only Scott’s phone signal could penetrate. Scott didn’t go
out seeking a whiteout and its frightening stasis; it found him, and he called
out from its booth where he was stuck.
Did Scott’s experience justify his climbing on that ridge on this day? I’d say
not. Could he have anticipated such conditions? The observatory forecast for
snow and strong northwest winds, which would obscure the Crawford Path’s
approach, suggest that, yes, with a close reading and given his experience, he
could have anticipated the day and the way it blew in a white space.

The group members began their return descent to the
Highland Center and soon encountered Crawford Brook,
which they had crossed earlier. But now it had become an
impassable torrent.

Water-Girt
A thaw replete with significant rain let loose the mountains’ most lethal element on January 12, 2018, and the rising waters trapped an Appalachian
Mountain Club guided hike between impassable brooks. The two guides and
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eight hikers had left the Highland Center early that morning and climbed the
Avalon Trail to the A-Z Trail, which they planned to follow to Zealand Falls
Hut for a two-night stay. Reaching a brook on the Zealand Trail on the west
side of the Willey Range, the party found it flooded and determined it unsafe
to cross. After some scouting for safe passage brought no better option, they
turned back for the Highland Center.
January 12’s weather summary from the nearby Mount Washington
Observatory recorded an inch of rain and an average temperature of 40. At
the lower elevations the hiking party was crossing, it was even warmer, and
a lot of water melted out from the snowpack. Once a snowpack is saturated
in winter, brooks rise rapidly. The AMC group members began their return
descent to the Highland Center and soon encountered Crawford Brook,
which they had crossed earlier. But now it had become an impassable torrent.
The two guides scouted up- and downstream for a safe passage but found
none. As the afternoon deepened, they called AMC for assistance, and after
SAR coordinator James Wrigley spoke with the guides and ascertained that
they needed help, he called NHFG. Lt. Brad Morse took charge of the effort,
and, given the technical nature of the river crossing, Morse asked for help
from Mountain Rescue Service. At 8 p.m. a group of nine rescuers (one CO,
seven from MRS, and one from AMC) left the Highland Center and climbed
toward the stranded hikers. At 10:50 p.m. rescuers reached the hikers, where
they set up a brook crossing, helped the hikers over it, and walked with them
back to the Highland Center. Even while rescuers did their work, the streams
were beginning to recede as the rain faded and winter cold began its return.
Comment: As noted earlier, a full-blooded thaw, with rain and warm
temps, can act quickly on backcountry streams. Snow can act as a buffer and
soak up initial rains and meltwater, but once it’s wet, everything begins to go
downhill. River ice may also slow or spread the waters initially, but significant
rain and thaw together often blow out ice blocks, leaving a roaring current
between slippery banks of ice and snow. And, of course, that water is very
cold; falling in is life-threatening. All of this proves the need for real caution
when crossing streams during a thaw, and AMC’s group exercised such caution
twice. The first time, doing so frustrated members’ plan to reach and stay at
Zealand Fall Hut; the second time, it kept them out deep into the night as they
tried to get back to the Highland Center. That the group didn’t try to force
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passage in either case points to good leadership. It can’t have been easy to get
nowhere—in sum—over the course of a wet day and half a night.
Because weather’s variability increases with climate change, we are likely
to see more of these quick melts. Cold was on its way back in that evening,
and so, waiting for that stabilization was an option, but the group was not
carrying shelter for ten; they had planned to stay at Zealand Falls Hut. So, after
a conversation with AMC SAR coordinator James Wrigley, the guides decided
that, in the face of predicted falling temperatures, getting out that night
was prudent.
The question raised in the aftermath of the incident and one we arrive
at in this column is: Should the hikers have set out to Zealand at all? The
forecasted rain and thaw, and the near certainty that a lot of water would
be moving, suggests it would have been wise to wait a day or cancel. Such
factors as scheduled departures and returns, as well as reservations, can nudge
us toward carrying on when we might be better off delaying or opting out.
In a note, Wrigley did say, “The incident led to some discussion regarding go/
no-go decisions based upon weather. In retrospect the amount of water that
was forecasted along with temperatures should have raised some flags.”
Finally, party size may have influenced the decision to call for help.
Well-equipped solo hikers or twosomes can wait out a river rise and make
an informal camp with less trouble than can a group of ten.

Seeds of Disinformation: Some Thoughts About Calling Out
On mild January 20, 2018, a group of nine from the Massachusetts Institute of
Technology Outing Club climbed the East Peak of Mount Osceola with the
aim of going on to the main summit. But once atop the 4,156-foot subsidiary
peak, they found the trail too slippery and decided to turn back. During their
descent, around 2:30 p.m., Megan C. slipped and injured her leg. A passing
hiker called 911 as he headed down, but the reception was spotty, so the call
was cut off before the caller could identify himself.
At a little after 4 p.m. NHFG received a call from state police reporting the
accident. Sgt. Thomas Dakai took charge of the response. Dakai first called the
number from which the original 911 call had come; he had no name because
that call had been dropped. Dakai got no answer and left a voicemail, which
he followed with a text message, asking for a call back.
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Using the coordinates offered by the call, Dakai plotted its origin as the
Mount Osceola Trail about a half-mile above its junction with the Greely
Ponds Trail. Dakai summoned two more COs to the Greely Ponds trailhead
on Route 112. As he drove to meet his fellow officers, Dakai learned that the
caller by then had contacted the town of Lincoln police to say that he was
a passerby; originally, he had reported the injured person as male, and he
corrected that to say she was female.
As the COs prepared to hike in from the trailhead, five members of the
party appeared. They reported that the injured hiker was with three others,
and all four were making their way down slowly. Two COs started in, and a
half-mile in and a little after 7 p.m., they met the rest of the party and turned
and hiked back out with them.
During a subsequent interview, Dakai asked if the party had been aware
that the passerby was going to call in the accident. After some silence, the
group said, yes, they were aware. As he was driving away from the incident,
Dakai also finally got a return call from John B., the hiker who had made the
911 call. In a later phone call, Dakai asked Megan why her group had not called
911 instead of having a passerby do so. She was unsure and thought perhaps
they hadn’t had cell service, but she also made clear that she and the group had
intended to hike out on their own, with or without help.
Comment: This incident, although not serious, illustrates a problem
rescuers commonly face, the outflow of partial and inaccurate information.
As in the Crawford Path incident, phones enabled rescuers to hear from and
locate people more quickly, but they also broadcast seeds of disinformation.
Spotty reception cut off the call before the full story came out.
Cell coverage problems are common in the Whites, but the main problem
in such situations is another common one: A passerby feels compelled to call
but then moves on or vanishes. What John’s call conveys in this incident is a
sense of emergency with no specifics that would help Sgt. Dakai discern what
sort of response he should gather. The passerby’s information was composed of
fleeting impressions, and one can imagine him then hurrying off in search of a
signal. What results is often emergency compounded by mystery, all of which
is dumped in a CO’s lap from afar.
One rule of response from veteran Tuckerman Ravine snow rangers Brad
Ray and Chris Joosen might help those of us who come upon an accident and
must then decide if and when to call for help. When you are evaluating and
describing a problem you have witnessed, do so sitting down, even if you are
in a gale. If you call, speak slowly. Being seated and speaking deliberately slow
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the flow of emergency’s juice, adrenaline, and rescuers on the other end of the
line are likely to get better information on which to found their efforts.

Times Tough
This is the story of two days and a night, all compressed into less than 24
hours, which is to say that conventional time isn’t always a reliable measure
when the going gets tough in the Presidentials.
Wednesday at 5:35 p.m. is not a usual time for a rescue call, but on January
10, 2018, NHFG Lt. Wayne Saunders answered one. Sometime earlier, a
locator beacon registered to Amy B., age 45, had sent aloft its distress signal
from the flank of Mount Monroe. The beacon service had alerted Amy’s point
of contact, her friend Jeff A., at 5:10 p.m.; he in turn called in the emergency.
Saunders hurried to get three COs and respond.
The day had been a fine one: abundant sunshine, average temperature of 20
(15 degrees above normal), with a moderate (for adjacent Mount Washington)
northwest wind averaging 40 mph at the observatory on top. That fine weather,
tracked for days as it neared, had been part of Amy’s planning. Not a dedicated
deep-winter hiker, but surely an experienced hiker who was within sniffing
distance of completing her list of the 67 highest peaks in New England, Amy
had climbed Washington a number of times before. Before oncoming tax
season swept her—a certified public accountant—into its own seasonal storm,
she hoped for a free day on the mountain.
In the days leading up to her hike, Amy repeatedly checked the weather for
the 10th, and even though a grand day was promised, her experience and sense
of order informed her decision to pack 30 pounds of gear into her backpack.
She drove to the Ammonoosuc Ravine Trail’s base and began her climb at a
little after 8 a.m. Just before she did so, she checked the weather again, renewed
her hikeSafe card, and walked over to look at the trail’s outset. The weather
forecast continued to promise a good day, with possible rain and ice moving in
that night; the trail was hard-packed, easy walking, even as the past few days
had dropped around 6 inches of new snow on the mountain. The day was a
blue-sky “yes.” Amy donned her pack, decided to forgo her snowshoes, and
started off. As she climbed, Amy also turned on her phone tracker so a friend
could follow her progress.
The morning was as promised, and Amy interspersed climbing at pace with
taking tens of photos, a sort of celebration of all she could see. On beautiful
mountain days the photos we take are often postcards to ourselves—look
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where I was, and what a day! Amy passed Lakes of the Clouds Hut a little
before 11 a.m. and, admiring all around her and taking more photos, reached
the Tuckerman Crossover to Tuckerman Ravine at around noon. There she
noted that the wind felt stronger, and she turned up for the top.
Amy’s schedule called for reaching the summit by 12:30 p.m. and descending
to her car by 4 p.m.; that was both her intent and routine. She checked in
with her father by phone at 12:30, with her friend Jeff soon after, and kept
climbing. Amy summited at 1:30 p.m., still enjoying a gorgeous day, and she
checked in again with Jeff. The wind had accelerated some, with worrisome
gusts. (Observatory records would show those winds gusted to 70 mph on the
10th.) She began to feel a bit uneasy, and as she started down, she hurried a bit,
ate half a sandwich, and discarded the rest. She also noted that all the photos
she’d taken had run down her phone’s battery, but she plugged in a portable
battery charger and went down.
At the junction for the Crossover, Amy’s premonition shifted to outright
worry. She could see sheets of snow rising from the ground and off Mount
Monroe, obliterating her earlier footprints. When Amy reached Lakes of the
Clouds Hut and the trail sign for her descent, she could see no sign of the
boot-track path. Three times she began her descent where she thought the
trail should be; three times she got quickly into deep, soft snow and climbed
back to the hut. It was now after 2 p.m., and the imperative to get down grew
stronger. There, her phone went dead.
Two drainages nearly converge at the hut: the Ammonoosuc River and its
eponymous trail and Monroe Brook, which bears away then to the left of a
descending hiker. Amy knew she wanted to trend to the right and tried to do
so, but somehow in the wind and snow-swaddled terrain, she ended up in the
Monroe Brook drainage, fighting her way down. Here, the accelerant of real
fear took over, beginning to drive her over rough terrain and through deep
snow, with a goal now of simply getting to the trees. There, at least, would be
relative shelter. At 2:35 p.m. at the outset of this wallow down, Amy pressed her
emergency SPOT signal. “I knew I wasn’t getting out that night, and I wanted
people to know where to find me,” she said later. “Pressing that button was
very hard.”
Then she kept working to get down, sinking into holes, getting caught by
krummholz, rolling at times through the steep snow. Her descent stripped
away a water bottle and phone charger, broke a pole and, most troublesome,
joined work’s sweat with the snow in soaking her. Amy estimates that by dusk,
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at a little after 4 p.m., she’d descended a mile and a half. There, in the thin trees,
she stopped and found an open area where she could be seen. “I knew I needed
to stop and make camp before it got dark,” she said. “And I was very tired.”
That began the wait, a wait intensified by fear as she found that her struggle
through the snow had soaked both her and her extra gear, even through a
waterproof pack. She now worried about hypothermia.
Amy cut branches for insulation between her and the snow, got out her
emergency shelter and wrapped herself in it, put on both her hats, and fought a
sense of rising panic and the cold. Waiting can be even harder than wallowing.
She could feel the heat generated from her descent draining off. To combat her
cooling Amy had a bivy sack and shelter, but no food and only frozen water
and wet clothing. Both to stay active and to get warmth, Amy gathered bark
shavings and sticks and started a fire. Even in the wind, she got it to take, and
she felt the lift of its light and small heat; she warmed her cold feet over it, but
it blew out before she could dry anything. It was a little after 6:30 p.m.
Time crawled forward, and Amy kept working to fight off the cold and
worried about those waiting at home. Around 8 p.m. she started another
fire, which burned hotter, lasted longer, and offered again some warmth and
optimism. She got out bivy sack number 2 and a foil blanket. Part of the time
it rained and sleeted. At some point, while cutting brush and fighting through
scrub, Amy cut her hand significantly, and she was only partially able to stanch
the blood with bandaging. She waited.
As she waited, Amy also blew her emergency whistle periodically. She kept
alternating standing, sitting, and working to keep moving; she did exercises;
she whistled into the darkness. After midnight, she began to look forward to
dawn. “If,” she said to herself, “I can get there, I can try to get down.”
Around 1:55 a.m., she blew her whistle again. She got a “Hello?” in response.
And soon after she got COs Matt Holmes, Mark Ober, and Jim Cyr, who had
warm Gatorade and dry socks, as well as other assistance. A little later, the
four began their descent, working back 0.8 mile to the trail and then down,
emerging from the woods around 4 a.m.
Comment: Amy generously shared this tough tale, and its details
contain much of the cautioning this column’s comments usually offer. What
recommends it as a cautionary story is the way even the most prepared of us
can face a weather shift and unanticipated trouble. Even as we may have been
up many mountains in many weathers, no one day copies exactly those that
precede it. Surprise always waits in the Whites.

winter/spring 2019 111

Appalachia_WS2019_FINAL_REV.indd 111

10/26/18 10:34 AM

In retrospect, Amy was gathered into the spirit of an expansive, blue-sky
day, where the pleasure of seeing and sharing it via photos and phone slowed
her from her usual adherence to a plan. When the wind rose and blew that
beauty into clouds of snow that obscured the way, Amy was still up high
and had fallen behind schedule. This new experience rattled her. The simple
following of a trail became a nightmare of guesswork, which then became an
off-trail struggle in deep snow without snowshoes. Even the COs who rescued
Amy said they were sinking in to their waists with their snowshoes on.
Snowshoes. When snow is on the ground, whatever the condition of
the trail, take them. It’s impossible to predict when or if we’ll be driven off
trail. The tracking system on Amy’s phone might have led her back along the
route she ascended, but at the hut her phone went dead and even her backup
chargers were depleted, and so she had to guess. That phone failure also left
her guessing about whether her emergency signal had gotten through. And so
the mix of equipment failure and inexperience in such weather plunged Amy
into her long night. Phone technology fails at inopportune times, especially
in winter, when cold saps batteries and backup chargers. A winter hiker needs
other fallbacks. Amy’s packing for contingency, her resilience, and her rescuers’
persistence saved her.
One puzzling lacuna is the gulf of time between when Amy remembered
pressing her SPOT device, at 2:35 p.m., and her contact Jeff’s receiving notice
of its activation two and a half hours later, at 5:10. Jeff then called NHFG,
who recorded his call at 5:35 p.m., and the rescue began. It seems that the signal
must not have gotten through until that later hour.
Some key junctures emerge from the fear-amped afternoon. First, trouble
was in the offing when the snow blew up into clouds while Amy stood at the
Crossover junction; the second was at the hut, where three times she tried
to set out on the trail down. In both instances, what’s called for is calm, and
what the situation urges is anxious hurry. Sitting in the lee of the hut for some
minutes and looking at a map, getting out her compass, and even trying to see
if her phone could be rejuvenated might have helped Amy find the right way
down. Of course, she still would have had to contend with the newly blown-in
snow. Also, as the night-wait deepened, it would have been good to have a
cache of emergency food and some way to melt snow.
At the outset of this account, I alluded to the way reality can blur in the
dark hours of emergency. Here’s a little more evidence of that strangeness in
NHFG’s Lt. Saunders’ reflection after the rescue: “They [the three COs] said it
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was strange. [After they made voice contact] they could see her but not quite
get to her. It took 30 minutes to get to her, swimming through the snow and
brush,” Saunders said. “The guys were pretty beat when they came out.”
Amy has expressed her gratitude by telling her story so that others may
learn from it, and by going with family and friends to thank NHFG and
donating $1,000 for purchase of equipment for their rescue team.
An added note: I asked Amy if she had a takeaway or two, and she offered
two that resonate with much of what this column is about: First, yes, carry
emergency gear, but make sure you also know how all of it works. Practice
with it. And second, it’s OK to ask for help, even when you are experienced
and expect not to need it.

Solo or No-No
Readers may have noted that three of the preceding incidents involved solo
hikers. That raises a favorite question among hikers and search-and-rescue
personnel: Should someone hike alone, and if so, when?
I have a few thoughts, which regular readers of this column will recognize,
and, as you think this through, I wonder what your thoughts are. People hike
and climb solo for a number of reasons; chief among them are preference for
being alone and convenience. (If you hike in midweek, it can be hard to find
companions; a troop of one has only one schedule to consider.)
In each of these three solo incidents, I can make a sound argument for
why it was a risky choice. For Christophe, the mix of his age, the week’s
preceding snowfall, and projected length of his hike suggest that he would
have benefited from being with a competent companion or two. Scott climbed
into conditions common to winter but which stymied him. Being able to
work out how to deal with his limited vision and trouble finding the trail
with experienced, companion hikers would have been useful. Amy climbs solo
often, and she had the fitness and gear she needed. What outflanked her were
the winter weather and her relative inexperience with it. A hiking companion
might have felt superfluous on the blue-sky day she had at first, but when
the wind rose and the blown snow obscured the way, another problem-solver
might have helped.
I take to trails solo most of the time, and so I think a lot about it and
certainly don’t condemn the choice. Before I go, I review my route or routes
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and the predicted weather in granular fashion: What’s the terrain, what do
forecasters predict, and what small variations do I predict from reading maps
and radar? Then I run through possible scenarios and what they may ask of me,
both in resolve and equipment. If this trip then looks familiar, if I have “been
there” before, I feel OK about taking the solo risk. If, however, something in
the scene looks new—weather or ground conditions, terrain, region, trail—I
may back away toward something familiar, and save the new for a time when
a friend or friends can join me.

Winter Reading
In past issues, I’ve often cited the stories and advice available to winter’s
climbers and sliders on the Mount Washington Avalanche Center’s website
(mountwashingtonavalanchecenter.org). If you want to know about sliding
snow, or sliding on it, that site is the place to go. While the site’s articles
describe what takes place in Mount Washington’s famous east-facing ravines
and bowls (Tuckerman and Huntington, primarily), its lessons apply to any
snow slope. Reading its predictions and summaries is like having a very snowsmart friend.
I recommend reading the analysis of a number of avalanches in Tuckerman
Ravine on April 7, 2018. The USFS snow rangers offer a clear summary of the
weather that preceded and set up that day, and then the way the fresh snow
slabs on its peopled slopes responded to all those skis and feet. In keeping with
this column’s happy-endings theme, injuries on that day were few and not lifethreatening, even as the snow-action was impressive—and cautionary. You can
get to the site in a few clicks; if you like winter slopes, it’s always worth the trip.

Running the Risk
A version of this piece first appeared on the site iRunFar (irunfar.com), an
excellent resource for stories and advice about moving at pace in mountains
around the world, and especially in the American West. Its two editors, Meghan
Hicks and Byron Powell, are accomplished backcountry runners and humanists.
Mountain-running or speed-hiking, especially in new terrain (but even on
your home mountain), will always be edgy because it seeks out ways and
lands and weathers that contain lots of edges.
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Perhaps the greatest risk lies in a stretch of time when a risky activity feels
expansive, both personally and societally. That phase, which draws in growing
numbers of inexperienced people and which seems current in our mountains,
overwhelms any system of elders passing on essential knowledge to the new.
In its congestion, it also may foster more competition, as the novices seek to
“make their bones” and rise above the general rabble of us. So often, I think,
this need to be known is rooted in a need to be notable to one’s self.
Over the past few years, while researching Critical Hours (University
Press of New England, 2018), my book about search and rescue in the White
Mountains, and while continuing this semiannual column analyzing mountain
accidents, I’ve had a chance to think more about the risks we take when we aim
for and run along the edges of the trail-world we love. It is, both in topography
and psychology, a vertiginous world.
Still, runners and other quick travelers make up a very thin fraction of
those who encounter trouble in our mountains. Every so often, I get a report
of rescue of a trail runner or some-related-one seeking speedy passage over our
mountain trails, but I don’t see many. Even as ultrarunners and adventurers
press on and at limits and incur plenty of pain in doing so, there’s surprisingly
little call for rescue from this foot-happy community. What accounts for that?
And how do those of us who view going out long as living large envision risk
as we step-step away? These seem important questions for each of us as we look
up and out to our mountains.
In my book, I devoted a chapter to such questions, though I used for
example the study of the way two minimalist, long-distance hikers on the
Appalachian Trail got in gradual trouble on a textbook day for hypothermia.
But within that chapter I also cited Yitka Winn’s fine insights from a 2016
Trail Runner piece on the death of ultrarunner Arturo Hector Martinez Rueda
in Patagonia. Within Winn’s thoughts are good points about both the gifts
and potential problems that endurance athletes bring to their trails. Those
trails ignore the loops of track and field and the pavements of road racing and
head instead out into the hills. From those hills, runners have to conjure their
own returns.
A few of Winn’s comments:
Serious accidents and fatalities are not uncommon in the worlds of
climbing, mountaineering, and backcountry skiing. Such communities
are accustomed to grappling with questions of risk, of where responsibility belongs when things go wrong. Entire books are devoted to
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detailing preventable disasters in the mountains, and the lessons others
can glean from them.
For many of us trail runners, though, these conversations are
uncharted waters—especially those who arrive to the sport with a
background not in wilderness travel, but in endurance. In some ways
the very tenets of trail running’s culture fly in the face of the traditional
code of caution. Every mountaineer’s been taught to be wary of “summit fever.” Conversely, many ultrarunners’ code is “to endure at all
costs; DNF* is a dirty word.”
We travel light, we push through pain, we chuckle at our body’s
physical rebellions, joke about stumbling or hallucinating or vomiting.
For our stubbornness and triumphs, we’re awarded medals and belt
buckles. We get labeled inspirations, immortals, machines, kings and
queens of the mountains, conquerors of the wild.
And sometimes we are.
But it becomes easy for any of us—runners or race organizers, outdoor veterans or novices, midpackers or elite runners—to forget how
thin the line between life and death on the trail really is.
Twinned with Winn’s writing as a spur for thought was Luke Nelson’s quiet,
insightful iRunFar post about mountain running and risk from June 2016.
Framed by a stormy-day run, where Nelson judged that he had just enough
wherewithal to come back intact, and triggered by Rueda’s death a few months
earlier, Nelson’s post looked closely at accidents and the contributing factors
of ignorance and complacency. What he wanted to know and have us think
about is where responsibility lies in this life of going out into upland terrain,
whether it’s along the arranged course of a race, or the self-conjured route of
a solo run. Both Winn’s and Nelson’s pieces rewarded rereading, as do many
of the comments they occasioned.
I’ve a few thoughts to add, and I hope you will add yours. Both Winn and
Nelson point to the role of experience in shaping a healthy perspective on trail
running’s risks. Bruising encounters with the land get pointed to as primary
teachers, ways in which we grow wiser as miles accrue. My own experience
in the mountains suggests that whatever wisdom I’ve developed stems from
my experience and what both my conscious (rational) mind and its larger,

*Did not finish.
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unconscious twin make of it. Whenever I have a decision to make—do I turn
back, keep on, break out my map?—I am of two minds.
Those two minds offer decision variously. I make my rational calls by
weighing observations and evidence and measuring them against my tolerance
for risk. Which has also been arrived at rationally. Then, there is intuition, that
tingling “spider-sense,” where I just know what I’ll do, often instantly—I’ll
risk this cloud; I won’t risk that one. Over time I’ve come to trust my intuition
in certain places (on Mount Cardigan, my home mountain, for example),
while in others (new lands, a western glacier), I hear its voice as noise only, and
I try to stay in my “right,” my rational mind. On a best day, both minds are
fired up and in agreement; then I am as fully aware as I can be. Not, of course,
immune to risk and accident, but as inoculated as possible against it.
Knowing a bit about one’s intuition seems useful and necessary, partly
because it is so quick to make its call and partly because over time many of
us come to trust it. The speedy, inner workings of intuition came clearer to
me when I read Danny Kahneman’s Thinking Fast and Slow (Farrar, Straus
and Giroux, 2011). There, while describing intuition’s sometimes eerie insights,
Kahneman offered a story about a fire chief who, while leading his crew in
battling a blaze, got an intuition of trouble. The chief cleared his crew from the
building, and immediately after that, the building fell in, a collapse that would
likely have killed them all.
How did the chief “know” to leave the building? Rational analysis of the
facts at that moment pointed away from his decision, but later analysis showed
that the chief had somehow guessed that the fire was configured differently
from what everyone then thought. That feeling of difference, that intuition,
had spooked him, and he got everyone out without being able to say exactly
why he was doing so.
So where, Kahneman wanted to know, did that quick feeling come from?
His tracery got to a familiar answer, one both Winn and Nelson cite too: The
chief ’s intuition came from his experience, not from some special, extrasensory
gift. He had been in so many burning buildings before that he sensed something
wrong before he could know or explain what it was.
I offer this example because, after a number of after-the-fact analyses, I
now also think intuition is rooted in experience. And, if I accept that, then
I must turn to my mountain experience as a way of knowing when to trust my
intuition, when to follow a decision that can’t possibly be fully thought out
in a rational sense.
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A small but growing number of people show up to hike,
climb, or recreate in a place “discovered” online.

Experience is another word for time spent, and time spent in the presence
of a master is another way of describing an apprenticeship. That’s an oldfashioned word, and it even contains an off-putting whiff of being trapped
in a livelihood and life, but I want to appreciate its positive possibilities here.
To do so, I’ll contrast it with a more modern word, training. We are always
training or being trained, it seems. But training’s aim is often narrow and its
duration short. It’s the sort of learning that prepares one for an assembly-line
life—get real good at this one skill, then repeat, repeat, repeat.
An apprenticeship, however, lasts over time. Even when the apprentice
strikes out on her or his own, becomes then master of self, the shaping work
of the old master endures, is evident. Learning to be your own master takes a
long time, a lifetime.
So it is, I think, in the mountains and with the various ways we step into
and through them. If lucky, each of us becomes apprentice to a person, often
an elder, and a landscape, a home mountain. At his or her feet, on our own
feet, we learn; the lessons add up slowly. Often those lessons contain hard
contact. We later treasure these bruises and scars—we won’t do it that way
again, but we’re glad we did it once.
This slow uphill climb of time becomes finally our intuitive sixth sense
in our mountains. But skipping those apprentice-steps, wanting to get “out
there” in a hurry, sometimes leads runners and explorers to trust instead the
judgments of others, and if ever those judgments are off, or a runner runs out
of them, he or she can be left in the out there of trouble. Yitka Winn points
out that trail runners can arrive at their mountains with a full résumé for
endurance even as the trails and their ranges are all new. You can go a long way
with such a résumé. So they can get a long way into terrain they know little
of, or a long way into trouble without having the experience to recognize and
manage it.
By now, you may be nodding off or paging ahead to see where this all
ends. One more thread, and then I’ll tie off (and I will check my knot). The
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development of solid analytical skills and experienced-based intuition must
now contend also with the virtual world and its seductive promises—of course
you can find whatever out; no need to memorize (which is a time-intensive
knowing); simply click once or twice and it’s here . . . or there.
As I write about mountain accidents and incidents, I’ve noticed a small but
growing number that feature people showing up to hike or climb or recreate
in a place “discovered” online. In the Summer/Fall 2018 issue, I wrote about
a family that went online and found a swimming hole in a patch of New
Hampshire wilderness. They set out for a July swim. The two adult sons ran
ahead, and when they reached the pool, one simply jumped in. The water was
high and roiled from recent rains, and for reasons unclear (it happened under
water) that son foundered; his brother leapt in but was unable to bring the first
man out of the water because of the steep-sided rocks, and the man drowned.
Leaping from a computer screen into a scene seen there can be both
tempting and trouble. There is so much to know before you go.
I’ve just looked back at my working title for this piece—Running the Risk;
it occurs to me that The Risk would be a good name for a trail, a lifelong one.
Here’s to it, then—I’ll see you out on one corner or another of The Risk.
— Sandy Stott
Accidents Editor
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Alpina
A semiannual review of mountaineering in the greater ranges

Everest 2018
Spring 2018 saw an unusual run of good weather in the prime summit season,
the last two weeks of May. Everest chronicler Alan Arnette estimates the number of successful summits from both sides of the mountain in 2018 at about
715. If that number turns out to be accurate, it will easily smash the previous
record of 667 set in 2013. About 476 of 2018 summits came from the Nepali
side of the mountain, while the remaining 239 were made from the north side
in Tibet.
The Hillary Step. In 1953 Edmund Hillary described a rock formation
high on the summit ridge as perhaps spelling “the difference between success
and failure.” He surmounted it with help from an adjacent cornice. The Hillary Step, usually climbed face-on, was a major obstacle to later challengers.
In recent crowded years, climbers sometimes waited an hour at this point,
despite the provision of fixed ropes. Starting in spring 2017, climbers reported
that the step was gone, but the Nepal Mountaineering Association refuted the
claim. By mid-2018, the answer seemed clear: It has been destroyed, probably
by the 2015 earthquake. The resulting snow slope, by most accounts, makes
this section significantly easier.
As usual, several died. One of the saddest losses was the Japanese climber
Nobukazu Kuriki, 35. He was making his eighth attempt on the summit.
In 2012, on his fourth try, he was caught in a blizzard and lost parts of nine
fingers. This time he went missing in the vicinity of camp III and could not
be rescued in time. He had said that what he wanted people to say about him
was “he suffers so much and he’s still climbing.”
Trash. South Col (about 8,000 m), the last campsite on the most popular
route on Everest, has been called the world’s highest junkyard. Its bleak
extent is home to empty oxygen containers, torn tents, and human waste.
The problem also exists elsewhere on the mountain, as more climbers crowd
onto it every year. In 2017 climbers brought down almost 25 tons of trash and
15 tons of human waste. That illustrates the size of the problem.
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Some remedial measures have been attempted. On the Tibet side, climbers are fined if they fail to bring down 18 pounds of rubbish. A similar system
is in effect on the Nepal approach. But the mountain, completely untouched
100 years ago, is far from clean.
An engineer, Garry Porter, has recently proposed a biogas digester—a large
tank that could turn excrement into fertilizer and methane gas that could be
used for cooking. This might actually work. Rubbish and glacial melting are
two grave impacts of human activity and intrusion.

K2
Another year has passed, and K2 remains the only 8,000-m peak without
a winter ascent. A very strong Polish team was thwarted by rockfall, bad
weather, and quarreling. They switched routes, from the Cesen to the classic
Abruzzi, but they could not surpass about 7,400 m. In late February, without
consent of the expedition leader, Denis Urubko made a daring (or reckless)
solo attempt that took him to close to 1,000 meters of the summit. Urubko,
an exceptionally strong climber who has been described as “a challenge to
work with,” received a hostile reception upon return to base camp and quit
the expedition soon thereafter.
The expedition did have one startling triumph. Just as members were
beginning their ascent, a French woman, Elisabeth Revol, and a Polish
man, Tomasz Mackiewicz, got into trouble high on Nanga Parbat, another
fearsome 8,000-m peak. Four of the Polish team, Urubko included, were
helicoptered some 100 miles northwest to the rescue. They could not reach
Mackiewicz, who remained missing, but brought Revol down to safety. Then
they returned to K2.

Record Three 8,000-ers in a Single Season
A Nepali woman, 28-year-old Nima Jangmu Sherpa, summited Kangchenjunga on May 23, 2018, establishing a record of summiting three 8,000-m
peaks in a single season. She climbed Everest, Lhotse, and Kangchenjunga in
25 days. Everest and Lhotse are neighbors, but Kangchenjunga stands some
distance east. She reached its summit only nine days after ascending Everest.
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Denali
Everest is not the only mountain with a human waste problem. South America’s highest peak, Aconcagua, where mules exacerbate the trouble, is getting
new dry toilets. On Alaska’s Denali, proposed new regulations would require
that all poop produced below camp 4 (at an elevation of about 14,200 feet)
be cached in biodegradable bags, taken down to base camp, and flown to
Talkeetna. At greater heights, a designated crevasse will be used for disposal.
The problem on Denali is dire. In less than 50 years, climbers have deposited
at least 145,505 pounds of feces along the West Buttress route, by far the most
popular on the mountain. For years, the waste was dumped into crevasses,
from which it will likely emerge with the progress of the glacier.

Urban First Ascent
The outer wall of a 25-story office building in St. Paul saw its first ascent—
solo, unroped—on June 13, 2018. The climber was a 2-year-old female raccoon. Her slow progress drew nationwide attention. She has moved to the
countryside; it is not known whether she will continue her climbing career.

Climbing as Economic Engine
According to outdoorindustry.org, outdoor recreation employs more than
7 million people in the United States. Climbing is doing its share for the
economy, with crags and climbing gyms growing in popularity. Near the very
active Kentucky climbing area Red River Gorge, one can rent a “luxury yurt.”
Chattanooga, Tennessee, has been described as “America’s new climbing capital,” according to the local chamber of commerce. Not all climbers use tents
and sleeping bags in Chattanooga: “Climbing visitors generated a total of
2,709 paid hotel/hostel room nights in the 2015–2016 season,” reported the
UTC Tourism Center’s “Chattanooga Climbing Impact Report.”

In Memoriam: Jim “The Bird” Bridwell (1944–2018)
Beginning as a high school student in San Jose, California, in the early 1960s,
Jim Bridwell swiftly became the leading figure in a new generation of Yosemite climbers. One of the best known of his many achievements there was the
first one-day ascent of the original (Nose) route on El Capitan. An iconic
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Jim Bridwell celebrates after climbing the Compressor Route on Cerro Torre in 1979 with
Steve Brewer. Arguably, this was the route’s first ascent, as Cesare Maestri never stepped
foot on Cerro Torre’s summit. STEVE BREWER

photograph (see page 124) shows Bridwell and co-conspirators John Long and
Billy Westbay after their triumph. Their attitude is hippie-rebellious. A cigarette dips from Bridwell’s lips. Perhaps his greatest contributions to Yosemite—and climbing in general—were his pioneering free ascents: no direct aid,
in places few had thought possible.
Although Bridwell will be forever associated with Yosemite, he made some
daring alpine ascents, including the east face of Alaska’s Moose’s Tooth (10,335
ft) with Mugs Stump and the third ascent, with Steve Brewer, of Patagonia’s
fearsome Cerro Torre (10,262 ft).
Jim lived hard. He was openly fond of tobacco, alcohol, and controlled
substances. He had his share of climbing accidents, among them a long
ground fall on rappel that effectively ended his climbing career in 2008.
He died of complications of hepatitis C. His son, Layton, wrote, “More
likely than not it came from the tattoo he received from his cross-navigation
of Borneo.”
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Here is the iconic image of (left to right) Billy Westbay, Jim Bridwell, and John Long
after they made the first-ever one-day ascent of the Nose on El Capitan, Yosemite, in
1975. MIKE WHITE
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For all his toughness, Bridwell could be gentle and generous. His fondness
for birds is reflected in his nickname. In his later years he was a tutor to many
younger climbers.

Yosemite
In the last Alpina I noted a speed record for El Capitan. I mentioned that
records are made to be broken, and this one already has been. In early June
the premier team of Tommy Caldwell and Alex Honnold topped out in 1
hour, 58 minutes, and 7 seconds. This cracks the 2-hour mark and beats the
former record by more than 20 minutes.
El Cap, unclimbed until 1958, now swarms with climbers. But it remains a
dangerous place. In May, Hans Florine, former speed record holder, fell some
20 feet and badly injured both legs. At last report, he faced a long recovery.
Shortly thereafter, two very experienced climbers, Tim Klein and Jason Wells,
fell to their deaths on the Free Blast route, cause unknown. Klein had climbed
El Cap, by various routes, 106 times.

Leif-Norman Patterson: A Remembrance
Winter 1958 was unusually snowy in the White Mountains. Many of
the ice gullies in Mount Washington’s Huntington Ravine had almost no
ice. Conditions prompted my Harvard classmate Mike Wortis to propose
camping halfway up Pinnacle Gully. (Some Harvard elders thought we were
crazy.) We needed a third—hard—man. Thus Leif-Norman Patterson.
Leif was born in Indiana, of Norwegian descent. When I knew him, he
was on his way to a doctorate in mathematics from the Massachusetts Institute of Technology; he finished it in 1962. He was undeterred by snow and
cold. So, in late March, Leif, Mike, and I climbed the first two pitches of
Pinnacle Gully. Only the first one was its normal icy self. We hauled up a
mountain tent, food, and a stove. It was easy to carve a snow platform for
our tent. Just in case, we tied the tent to a piton. But we were well protected
by the gigantic rock overhang on the left side of the gully. The night was
very comfortable.
The next day George Millikan joined us in the Alpine Garden to construct
an igloo for the next night. It was comfortable too, except for the occasional
ceiling drip. Later Mike wrote a brief article, “Practical Igloo Building.”
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Leif-Norman Patterson throws water on a stove fire in the Wind River Range in 1958.
STEVEN JERVIS

That summer I organized an informal trip to Wyoming’s Wind River
mountains. We started with nine members, including Leif. We ended up
with only 3.5 climbers (that is, four, but one climber could stay only half the
time). Among the early dropouts was Leif ’s fiancée. Leif wrote me: “She will
not be coming because she and I do not get along too well.” We 3.5 made a
few moderate climbs. Then Leif, Bob Page, and I set out for Gannett Peak,
highest in the state. We took a poorly defined route and were rather slow at it.
We were caught in an afternoon thunderstorm that set our ice axes buzzing.
We did reach the top that day, but not the bottom. A cold bivouac ensued.
Leif was particularly restless; we could barely dissuade him from going down
in the dark. He could be pretty stubborn at times.
On the pack-out several weeks later, my pack frame fell apart and had to
be retied with parachute cord. Leif and Bob claimed that their loads were
heavier than mine and insisted on weighing them back in civilization. They
were right.
We headed north to the Tetons. We undertook one of my coveted routes,
the North Ridge of the Grand Teton. It starts from the top of the Grandstand,
a large shoulder of mixed terrain. These days Grand Teton is often approached
from the south, but we had no hint of that. Instead we started from a camp
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on the Teton Glacier. If you tackle the Grandstand toward the right, the going
is fairly easy, but rocks do fall off the north side of the Grand. You can avoid
them by staying next to the face, but the climbing is harder. Whatever we did,
it took a long time. From the top of the Grandstand, the ridge looked stormy
and hostile. We retreated, only to find our tent ravaged by a bear. We did
climb the Grand Teton, however, by the classic Exum Ridge. It was a warm,
sunny day; by wordless agreement, we unroped after the first few moves.
We based ourselves in Jenny Lake campground. Late one evening Leif
looked out the tent door to investigate a strange munching sound. “We have
company,” he said. A very big brown bear was helping itself to the dried
apples we had unwisely set out on the picnic table to hydrate. We kept quiet,
as did the bear. When finished eating, it shuffled off.
At that time, Leif seemed, like most of us, a man of moderate ambition. I
did not anticipate his transformation into a major alpinist. Within ten years
he had reached the top of rarely visited Mt Logan (19,551 ft), the highest point
in Canada, and had made the first winter ascent of the formidable Mt Robson (12,972 ft). With characteristic understatement, Leif wrote that it “does
not seem to be a heavy snow mountain, and temperatures in higher areas
normally range from 0 to –20 F. Innocent snow flurries occur frequently.
Storms apparently do not ordinarily last more than two or three days, but
they may bring simultaneously very high winds, heavy snowfall, and intense
cold (–40)”. He also summited some of the hardest peaks in the Andes.
One of his most significant climbs was Denali, in 1972. With five companions, Leif made a three-and-a-half-day ascent of the south face of this
cold and stormy mountain. The climb was accomplished without tents; all
equipment was on the backs of the climbers. This was an early instance of the
lightweight “alpine style” trips that later, rapidly, gained popularity.
Denali led to Leif ’s most ambitious undertaking: K2, at 8,611 m the second
highest mountain in the world; in 1975 it had remained unclimbed since the
first ascent in 1954. The 1975 American expedition selected a very difficult
route on the northwest ridge; this route had discouraged the Italians in 1909
and the Americans in 1938 and was not climbed until 1991. The 1975 group
did not get very far; it was stopped on steep ground more than 6,000 feet
short of the summit. You can read about it in Galen Rowell’s In the Throne
Room of the Mountain Gods (Sierra Club Books, 1977), one of the first books
to detail the internal dissension that afflicts numerous big expeditions. Many
members, including Rowell, come off rather badly. Not Leif. He “combined
an inward Scandinavian stubbornness with great inward modesty.” Somehow
winter/spring 2019 127

Appalachia_WS2019_FINAL_REV.indd 127

10/26/18 10:34 AM

he managed to avoid entanglement in the antagonisms of what he called
“such a messed-up trip.”
Americans returned to K2 in 1978. By then it had seen a second ascent
by a Japanese group whose siege tactics Leif would have deplored: some 50
climbers and 1,500 porters. The Americans climbed a gorgeous new route,
the northeast ridge. But Leif did not get to go on the trip. He had settled
in British Columbia, with a wife with whom he evidently did get along and
their two children. In December 1976, he and his 12-year-old son died in an
avalanche in the Canadian Rockies.
In the Throne Room of the Mountain Gods was published shortly after Leif ’s
death. It is dedicated to him: “the best of us.”
—Steven Jervis
Alpina Editor
Thanks to Michael Levy for securing permission to publish the photos of Jim
Bridwell. Sources: Alan Arnette’s blog at alanarnette.com; Agence France-Presse;
Kathmandu Post; Washington Post.
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The Meal
It is evening and Denali is close
on the blue-edged horizon.
A jay watches me from atop a ski
sticking upright from the crusted snow
outside the cabin door, his careful eyes noting
where crumbs fall from the warm bread in my hand.
From above a scraggly forest
of black spruce and muskeg
a raven arrives quietly to perch
across the clear cut. I do not know
if his dark eyes watch me or the crumbs
lying on the snow. I return to the wood stove,
and looking out the window see the jay
stealing his meal, and the raven
drifting low over frozen marsh,
disappearing into darkening trees.
John Smelcer

John Smelcer is the last living member of the Ahtna tribe of Alaska who can read,
write, and speak in their severely endangered language. He is the author of 50 books,
including his poetry book Indian Giver (Leapfrog, 2016).
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News and Notes
Ken Kimball Retires as AMC Research Director
Dr. Ken Kimball worked as research director for the Appalachian Mountain Club starting in 1983. On August 1, 2018, he retired from his position
and promptly left for a nine-day backpacking trip in the Teton Wilderness
in Wyoming.
Kimball spearheaded AMC’s response to the Northern Pass power line
proposal from Hydro-Quebec, along with many other projects, such as
hydropower dam relicensing, protecting an endangered alpine plant, and
expanding AMC’s research and conservation ambitions.
He prepared for contentious meetings with a sense of fairness and honor
and used science to dissolve personal differences. For me, his perspective
demonstrated the wisdom of AMC’s moderate stance. By recognizing the

Ken Kimball commuting in to work at AMC’s Research Department in Pinkham
Notch, at the base of Mount Washington in the White Mountains of New Hampshire.
ROB BURBANK
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value of hydroelectric power to society, for example, Kimball’s integrity and
commitment to truth shone through in his hydropower relicensing positions.
Kimball holds a PhD in botany with associated degrees in zoology and
ecology. When Kimball arrived, the embryonic AMC Research Department
had a staff of one and a half. Today, the research program has five scientists, a cartographer, a research fellow position, and research interns—all of
whom give AMC the breadth and capacity to tackle energy project siting
and licensing, forest carbon offset markets, Northeastern alpine ecosystems,
climate change, mountain air pollution, land and trail corridor protection
from Maine to Pennsylvania, and AMC’s GIS/GPS cartography capacity for
developing AMC’s line of recreation maps.
I have known Kimball since 1988 when volunteers started working on the
hydropower relicensings on the Deerfield River in Vermont and Massachusetts. Despite my focus on rivers, I think one of Kimball’s most impressive
achievements is protecting and implementing a recovery plan for Robbins’
cinquefoil, Potentilla robbinsiana, one of the rarest alpine plants in the world.
Kimball wrote proposals, elaborate plans, and follow-up reports as he
oversaw transplanting the rare species to more protected locations in the
White Mountain alpine zone. Much of this work had never been attempted
before. “This involved not only management issues and transplanting, but
also designing and overseeing decades-long studies on this species’ biology,
genetics, and demographics,” Kimball told me. His effort was recognized by
the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service Northeast Regional Director’s Conservation
Award in 2002. The plant was removed from the Endangered Species Act
listing in 2002; it is only the second plant to achieve that status. His related
research then led to several publications on alpine ecology, global warming,
and pollution in mountain air.
Kimball made AMC a leader in hydroelectric dam relicensing and conservation-minded wind power siting in the Northeast. I’ve witnessed the
positive impact of Kimball’s work in protecting rivers, riparian corridors, and
watershed resources throughout New England. Indeed, I’ve seen him perform
miracles in negotiations.
The results of his work in New England hydropower dam relicensings so
far include the following:
• 642 more days of guaranteed whitewater on six New England rivers
• Nearly 50 miles of riverside land protection
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•
•
•
•

Conservation easements and protection on more than 60,000 acres
of land
More than $20 million in enhancement funds
More than $600,000 for whitewater amenities, such as stairways
Removal of all barriers to access, including fees

His leadership and negotiating skills have often pulled together disparate
interest groups, sometimes seemingly enemies, to focus on the resource and
what mitigation might be lost in the name of selfish interest. Slowly and
calmly Kimball would find ways to develop common interests. His successful
work in protecting rivers has been based on his recognition that “good science
and good economics will produce good decisions.”
Kimball argues that rivers are best protected when watersheds and lands
are likewise preserved as part of a comprehensive view that encompasses both.
To this end, at the AMC Pinkham Notch facility, he managed a staff of scientists, researchers, and cartographers whose task is to protect and, in some
cases, acquire land areas that include ponds, wetlands, and streams with high
resource values.
Appointed by the governor of New Hampshire, Kimball has been chair of
the New Hampshire Rivers Management Advisory Committee, whose task is
to set flow standards for rivers within the state. His river conservation efforts
have extended to the national stage as one of the founding members of the
Hydropower Reform Coalition in Washington, D.C., as a member of the
Review Group of the Electric Power Research Institute, and as a founding
board member of the Low Impact Hydroelectric Institute.
Kimball received the Andy Falender award from AMC, named for the
organization’s previous president and honoring “outstanding and sustained
leadership, innovation, contribution, and commitment to AMC’s annual
objectives and long-term goals,” and recognizes the award recipient for
“the achievement of quantifiable results with clear and measurable impact,”
and for “tenacity and an entrepreneurial spirit.” Kimball was specifically
recognized for his work in negotiating settlement agreements in federal dam
relicensing processes that led to enhancement of recreational opportunities
and land conservation, and for his scientific research on climate change,
species preservation, and alpine ecology.
Kimball’s most recent achievement was the work he put into AMC’s
response to the proposed Northern Pass transmission line, whose massive
towers would have bisected 192 miles of New Hampshire from Canada to
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Massachusetts, and would have run right through the White Mountain
National Forest. Northern Pass generated a blizzard of paperwork. With
Kimball’s retirement, the conservation community will miss this spokesman
for the rivers, alpine zone, and the forests.
—Norman Sims

Norman Sims is a former member of the AMC Board of Directors and coauthor of Canoes: A Natural History in North America (University of Minnesota
Press, 2016). In 2016, he was awarded the AMC lifetime Distinguished Service Award. He lives in Winchester, New Hampshire.
Editor’s note: Wildlife and evolutionary biologist (and Appalachia contributor)
Mike Jones began work as AMC’s new director of research on November 26. Watch
our next issue for more.

Appalachian Mountain Club Will Assess Sustainability
of Fire Island Cabin
In March 2018, the Appalachian Mountain Club Board of Directors considered
and delayed a decision on the proposed sale of AMC’s Fire Island Cabin in
Atlantique, New York. Over the next five months, the Fire Island Committee
worked with the vice president of operations to develop plans for the cabin,
with the aim of assessing its sustainability. The Fire Island Committee has
also worked closely with the director of volunteer-led camps and briefed the
board’s Facilities Asset Management Committee.
AMC staff and a representative group of directors visited the cabin last
August. This is a further step in AMC’s assessment of its facilities (both staffand volunteer-managed) for their contribution to organizational goals and
mission, long-term sustainability, and overall impact. While there are concerns
about these issues for Fire Island Cabin, including its limited flexibility in
lodging options and access and the threat posed to it by rising seas, there are
also many positive considerations, including its proximity to New York City
and accessibility by public transportation.
Following this in-person visit, the Board of Directors, FAM Committee,
and staff will continue to evaluate the use, impact, and potential of the cabin
as part of the AMC mission while engaging in further dialogue with the
Fire Island Committee to plan for the cabin’s future.
—Appalachian Mountain Club news release
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AMC Launches Trail-Running Blog
In March 2018 AMC Outdoors magazine launched Running Wild, a new
blog on trail running. Marc Chalufour, former AMC senior editor, describes
backcountry running routes around the Boston area and New England. His
posts have covered Acadia National Park in Maine; the Western Greenway
in Belmont, Massachusetts; Arlington’s Great Meadows in east Lexington,
Massachusetts; the Arlington Reservoir in Arlington and Lexington,
Massachusetts; Cape Cod; and more. Check the blog for other articles and
keep running: outdoors.org/runningwild.
—Christine Woodside

AMC Celebrates Highlands Conservation Act Renewal
and Full Funding
Protecting the places you love just got a lot easier. In March 2018, the U.S.
Congress renewed the popular Highlands Conservation Act for seven more
years, providing $10 million this year to fund open space projects in the midAtlantic region.
First passed in 2004, the Highlands Conservation Act (HCA) allowed
Congress to allocate money from the Land and Water Conservation Fund
for important land protection efforts in Connecticut, New Jersey, New
York, and Pennsylvania. When the HCA expired in 2014, the Appalachian
Mountain Club led the charge to reauthorize it. Today and at long last, we’re
proud to see that come to fruition within the passage of the 2018 Omnibus
Appropriations Act.
Since the 1990s, AMC has led efforts to protect the Highlands Region,
beginning with the fight to save Sterling Forest, which at the time was
threatened by an enormous development scheme. After a decade of working
to secure the support needed to protect Sterling Forest, AMC then took a
leadership role in the Highlands Coalition, where we still serve as the lead
force behind a partnership of more than 200 organizations.
With AMC’s stalwart support, projects under the HCA have received
more than $47 million of federal LWCF dollars to date and have protected
more than 7,000 acres of valuable landscapes across the region.
Besides Sterling Forest, the Mid-Atlantic Highlands include spectacular
and popular places such as the Hopewell Big Woods in Pennsylvania,
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Allamuchy Mountain in New Jersey, and Bear Mountain in Connecticut.
Many such places host the Appalachian National Scenic Trail and often are
the first stop for outdoor adventures near more urban centers.
To learn more about AMC’s leadership in the Highlands Coalition, visit
outdoors.org/conservation/land-water/policy-priorities and read an oral history of the act’s passage and recertification in the Fall 2018 issue of AMC
Outdoors, at outdoors.org/hca.
—Mark Zakutansky, AMC

Still Missing the Old Man
Perhaps I am the only New Hampshire resident of a certain age who never
saw the rocks that formed the jutting chin and the contemplative forehead
of the Old Man of the Mountain. My school never took me in a bus, and
my early trips to the White Mountains did not take me through Franconia
Notch, where I could have looked up and seen it. And yet it still looks out
from the backdrop of my driver’s license.
May 3, 2018, marked the fifteenth anniversary since the Old Man collapsed. Viewed from the north, the five ledges of the rock formation on Cannon Mountain showed the pensive forehead, narrow nose, and open mouth
of a human. The Old Man’s legacy as a symbol runs the gamut: license plates
and quarters and highway signs, pictorial books, and even the inspiration for
a Nathaniel Hawthorne short story published in 1850. The Old Man became
the official emblem of the state of New Hampshire in 1945. Vandalizing the
Old Man was a criminal misdemeanor. New Hampshire named an official
caretaker of the rock formation, state highway worker Niels Nielsen, in 1987
after he had done the job for twenty years. The role fell to his son, David, in
1991, and members of the Nielsen family climbed and rappelled around the
face to keep it in place. The Old Man was beloved and valued more than as
a rock formation. When it collapsed, after being turnbuckled and shackled
and cabled with steel for almost a century, many people mourned. My sister
Rachel posted the news article on her door for years.
Profiler Plaza, the Old Man memorial in Franconia Notch State Park,
was dedicated in June 2011. Visitors can reconnect to the Old Man through
“profilers,” creative and minimalist metal posts of the Old Man profile
designed by Shelly Bradbury and Ron Magers. People of varying heights
stand on various marked spots and can view a metal version of the Old Man
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Profiler Plaza in Franconia Notch State Park offers this view of the now-gone Old Man
of the Mountain. Stand in just the right spot, and the metal sculpture will create the old
profile. CHRISTINE WOODSIDE
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in line with the cliff where it once jutted out. The memorial plaza was funded
almost entirely by private donations.
Fifteen years on, how do people feel? I think about the passing of time and
the works of water and rock. I marvel that these mountains are still alive and
shifting. Many people, unsurprisingly, mourn every time they look up at the
missing face. They wish it could be rebuilt, whether with rock or wood. All of
us grieve in our own ways.
—Sally Manikian, with thanks to Ray Duckler, whose May 3, 2018,
article in the Concord Monitor, “15 years later, the death of the
N.H.’s Old Man of the Mountain remains painful,” provides much of
the background information; and to the Old Man of the Mountain Legacy
Fund, oldmanofthemountainlegacyfund.org.

The 4,000-Footers, a Reprise, 46 Years Later
I am making my way out of the Pemigewasset Wilderness in New Hampshire’s
White Mountains on a rainy day in June 2017, having climbed one of
the more remote mountains on AMC’s New Hampshire Four Thousand
Footer Club’s list—Owl’s Head—and having overnighted near the base of
the peak. I’ve been hiking in wet boots for 8 miles, but I’m in good spirits.
I am getting close to achieving my goal of summiting all 48 peaks on the
list, for the second time. I will be 70 years old in a few months. Owl’s Head
was number 40.
The hike eerily recalls one I made 46 summers ago, when I completed
the 4,000-footers in late August 1971. I had climbed many of the peaks with
campers when I worked as a counselor just south of the Whites. At the end
of the season, I had just four peaks remaining: Waumbek, Isolation, Owl’s
Head, and Garfield. I climbed the first two and then one day set out from the
Wilderness trailhead (now Lincoln Woods) to climb the last two. I summited
Owl’s Head and then made my way to the Thirteen Falls campsite, from
where I intended to climb Mount Garfield, descend to camp, then hike out
the following morning. As I reached Thirteen Falls, it started to rain, so I
quickly set up my tent, then started the climb up my last peak, not willing to
be deterred by the weather, although it seemed to be worsening rapidly.
In fact, the weather worsened very rapidly, deteriorating into hard rain
and high winds as I emerged from the trees and made my way to my last
summit. It was really quite scary; I could barely stay on my feet and couldn’t
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The magnificent 4,000-footer Mount Carrigain, seen from Zeacliff in the
White Mountain National Forest’s Pemigewasset Wilderness.
JERRY AND MARCY MONKMAN/ECOPHOTOGRAPHY

see more than 10 feet as I reached the cairn at the top. Hardly time to linger
and enjoy my final peak. I immediately retreated to the trees and began the
descent, with the rain now coming down in torrents. I reached my tent at
Thirteen Falls and climbed in. I didn’t have much to eat that night other than
whatever snack food I had in my pack, but as I recall, I slept fairly well despite
the rain. However, in the morning the rain had not relented; I packed up my
very wet equipment and trudged out the 8 miles to my car. When I turned on
the radio, I learned that I had just hiked out through Tropical Storm Doria,
passing over New Hampshire at the time.
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So, 46 years later, I find myself hiking out the same trail, in the rain,
having climbed Owl’s Head once again. But I haven’t yet climbed everything
on the 4,000-footer list at least twice.
Why climb all these peaks for a second time? I don’t think I need to
explain to lovers of the Whites why I enjoy hiking these mountains. Whether
it’s the ruggedness of the trails, the thrill of ascending peaks through the
forest, subalpine, and alpine zones and reaching the summits, the changeable
weather conditions, the views (sometimes!), the thrill of hearing the call of the
white-throated sparrow in the subalpine county, the fresh air, the exercise—
we all have our reasons. But I find that another applies as I near my milestone
birthday. These climbs remind me of class reunions, only this time the old
friends are summits or trails that conjure up memories of hikes long ago.
Mount Garfield was exceptional in this regard, but do I remember the hiking
conditions? My hiking partners? In some places, lean-to shelters have been
removed, or replaced by tent platforms. Can I spot the exact locations?

Jon Kaplan enjoys a perfect summit day on Mount Osceola. COURTESY OF JON KAPLAN
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Another nice feature of my recent climbs: Since I have ascended the
Presidentials and Franconias many times over the years, my focus now is on
the smaller, less-traveled peaks, which I have not climbed in many years. They
offer more solitude and require less from my legs and lungs as I near the end
of my seventh decade. It’s a lot easier to climb a 4,000- than a 5,000- or a
6,000-footer at this age!
I had never intended to repeat what I had accomplished in the summer of
1971. But various visits to New Hampshire with my wife, Linda, to visit our
two daughters and a college friend and his wife who own a summer home
in the Whites have resulted in climbing many of the peaks for a second (or
third, or fourth) time. Several years ago I realized that I had climbed half of
the peaks at least twice. I listed a few that I wanted to climb again, which I
went about climbing with Linda and my friends over the ensuing summers.
But it wasn’t until I reached number 30 a couple of years ago that I thought I
should try to complete the list.
Repeating these climbs as I approach my 70th birthday requires some
caution and judgment, which I apparently had less of 46 years ago at the age
of 23. Do I remember hearing a weather forecast as I entered the Pemi for the
last hike that summer? What about the stream crossings of Franconia and
Lincoln Brooks, which can be dangerous in high-water conditions? On my
hike 46 years ago, I really don’t remember the crossings, although they were
likely inconsequential on the day I hiked in, before the rain started.
On yesterday’s hike, I changed into water shoes for one of the crossings,
but otherwise hiked in dry boots for the remainder of the day. But last night
it rained, was still raining when I awoke and broke camp this morning, and
I have just waded the streams in my boots all the way out. I probably feel
somewhat like I felt 46 years ago on this same trail.
I am now at number 40 and will not be able to complete the peaks in the
week I have in the mountains, before I return to my home in Georgia in a
few days. I will have to be patient; I may have to wait until next summer. In
a way, it doesn’t matter. I’m in no hurry.
—Jon Kaplan
Editor’s note: Since he wrote this, Jon Kaplan has finished the 4,000-footers in
New Hampshire for a second time. He celebrated by ascending Mount Carrigain
(for the third time).
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Names of Lichens
Sunken Bloodspot,
Rock Gnome, Gold Dot,
Trumpet, Wanderlust,
Black-eyed Boulders,
Southern Soldiers,
Grainy Shadow Crust,
Shag, Quilt, Dixie,
Wolf, Yolk, Pixie,
Monk’s Hood, Witches Hair
Bramble, Bull’s Eye,
Bootstrap, Cowpie,
Dimple, Wooly Bear;
Specklebelly,
Whiskered Jelly,
Lipstick Powderhorn;
Sinewed, Pimpled,
Bumpy, Dimpled,
Bearded, Granite Thorn—
Max Stephan

Max Stephan’s writing has appeared in the Christian Science Monitor, Cimarron
Review, Blueline, Louisiana Review, Lyric, Potomac Review, New Mexico Review,
Rockhurst Review, and Slipstream. Stephan teaches at Niagara University, specializing
in contemporary American poetry.
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Books and Media
AMC’s Best Day Hikes in Connecticut:
Four-Season Guide to 50 of the Best Trails,
from the Highlands to the
Coast (Third Edition)
By René Laubach and Charles W.G. Smith
Appalachian Mountain Club Books,
2018, 320 pages.
ISBN: 978-1-62842-070-8.
Price: $19.95 (paperback).

AMC’s Best Day Hikes Near Boston:
Four-Season Guide to 60 of the Best Trails
in Eastern Massachusetts
(Third Edition)
By Michael Tougias, John S. Burk,
and Alison O’Leary
Appalachian Mountain Club Books,
2017, 304 pages.
ISBN: 978-1-62842-042-5.
Price: $19.95 (paperback).

AMC’s Best Day Hikes in Vermont:
Four-Season Guide to 60 of the Best Trails
in the Green Mountain State (Second
Edition)
By Jen Lamphere Roberts
Appalachian Mountain Club Books,
2018, 304 pages.
ISBN: 978-1-62842-078-4.
Price: $19.95 (paperback).
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Any outdoor enthusiast who hits the trail or sets out for
a paddle should realize that the only thing better than having Daniel Boone,
Tenzing Norgay, or Sacagawea along is to carry an Appalachian Mountain
Club guidebook.
For decades these reliable, informative, and user-friendly volumes have
led hikers up and down all the major mountains in the Northeast and have
helped kayakers and canoeists steer through practically every navigable river
and stream.
In more recent years, AMC has branched out to urban dwellers with
guides that focus on outings closer to home, appealing to a wider range of
adventurers, including families with young children and seniors who may be
less inclined to tackle 4,000-footers. Two newly revised AMC guidebooks
appeal to these adventurers: AMC’s Best Day Hikes in Connecticut and AMC’s
Best Day Hikes Near Boston. The third book here, AMC’s Best Day Hikes in
Vermont, includes a few challenging hikes up that state’s impressive mountains.
All three include maps, photographs, and historic details, in addition to
the useful descriptions we’ve come to expect; they are worthy additions to
the AMC guidebook library and deserve places on hikers’ bookshelves and in
backpacks everywhere.
As a resident of the Nutmeg State, I was particularly pleased to see that the
third edition of the Connecticut guide recommends trips on trails I haven’t
explored, as well as an old favorite and one I recently hiked for the first
time—the peaceful Nyantaquit Trail loop in Lyme’s Nehantic State Forest.
Armed with this new resource, I look forward to revisiting the traprock ridge
of Ragged Mountain and checking out Zoar Trail, Baffin Sanctuary, winding
trails up Case Mountain, and more. On a separate note, I’m sad to report
that this is the last work by the late Charles W.G. Smith, long a co-author
with René Laubach, who dedicated this edition to the memory of Smith,
a horticulturalist and excellent nature writer.
I’ve too often bypassed Massachusetts en route to mountains farther north
so am eager now to set out on some of the 60 trails listed in the guide to day
hikes near Boston. The Bay State’s mountains might be a little gentler than
farther north, but the beauty and diversity of terrain more than compensate.
Here you find dense woodlands, rolling meadows, crags, and miles of exquisite
coastline, particularly along Cape Cod. The hike to Pilgrim Heights on the
Cape Cod National Seashore sounds particularly appealing, with its former
farm in a kettle hole, panoramic overlooks, and a historic site all in the space
of 1.3 miles.
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The Vermont guide describes some of New England’s best hikes up
challenging trails to the spectacular summits of Camel’s Hump and Mount
Mansfield, and trips along sections of the Appalachian and Long trails. In
this second edition, author Jen Lamphere Roberts includes four new peaks:
Bald Mountain, Bromley Mountain, Haystack Mountain, and Belvidere
Mountain, along with updated information on many other hiking options.
With its paths up big mountains, along Lake Champlain, and through rolling forests and meadows, the Green Mountain State offers a cornucopia of
options. It’s a challenge to limit choices to the 60 “best,” but that’s why we
always welcome the new editions every few years.
—Steve Fagin
Book Review Editor

Trails or Timber? The Creation,
Destruction, & Rebuilding
of Paths on the Northern
Presidential Range, 1857–
1914
By Judith Maddock Hudson, designed
by Allison W. Bell
Randolph Mountain Club, 2018,
40 pages.
Price: $20 (paperback). Available from Bondcliff Books and the Randolph
Mountain Club.
This is the fascinating and richly illustrated story of trails
and their destruction by extensive logging in the White Mountain community
of Randolph, New Hampshire. The author is Judith Maddock Hudson,
archivist with the Randolph Mountain Club and author of the excellent
2010 history book Peaks and Paths: A Century of the Randolph Mountain Club
(Randolph Mountain Club). Hudson is well qualified to write the story of the
destructive logging from the 1890s to 1914, when the land on the Northern
Presidential Range was acquired for the White Mountain National Forest.
Randolph has been a center of hiking and trail building since 1876, when
the newly formed Appalachian Mountain Club used the Ravine Lodge as the

144 Appalachia

Appalachia_WS2019_FINAL_REV.indd 144

10/26/18 10:34 AM

base of operations for exploring the White Mountains. Many of the famous
early pathmakers lived in Randolph or spent their summers there. With the
Northern Presidential Range right there, it is easy to understand why so many
trail enthusiasts went to Randolph to explore Mounts Adams, Madison, and
Jefferson, along with wild beauty of rugged King Ravine below.
Hudson sets the stage by describing how Thomas Starr King’s writings in
his 1857 book The White Hills attracted visitors and artists to the area. Hudson
goes on to describe how a decade later trouble began when New Hampshire
Governor Walter Harriman sold off all of the state’s remaining forestland
in the White Mountains for 15 cents an acre. The arrival of the Boston and
Maine Railroad connecting Randolph in 1892 allowed more visitors to arrive
by rail. But this same railroad also opened a way to haul out the logs from the
virgin spruce forests of the Northern Peaks.
Trails or Timber? documents the extensive logging and forest fires of the
1890s and early 1900s in photos and maps. By 1907 much of the extensive
trail system in the Northern Peaks were seriously damaged or abandoned by
logging and the resultant forest fires. This loss of trails led to the creation of
the Randolph Mountain Club in 1910 and the rebuilding of the trail system,
camps, and shelters that remain so popular today.
The book contains 80 historic photos, maps, and sketches, most of which
have never appeared in print. The expert design by Allison W. Bell and the
high-quality printing by Puritan Press of Hollis, New Hampshire, make it
worth the $20 price for a limited edition book of only 400 copies.
—David Govatski

Henry David Thoreau: Surveyor of the Soul
A film by Huey Coleman, with lead scholar consultant Laura Dassow Walls and
appearances by Bill McKibben, Howard Zinn, and others
Filmsbyhuey.com, 2017, 114 minutes.
If you are not yet a Thoreau enthusiast, this beautiful,
engrossing documentary just might turn you into one. If you already are,
it will remind you of the many reasons why. Thirteen years in the making,
the feature-length documentary by veteran filmmaker Huey Coleman—
who uses only his first name for his production company, Films By
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Huey—celebrates in images, interviews, and music the short life and long
legacy of one of our great American originals.
With the expert help of Thoreau biographer Laura Dassow Walls, who
served as lead scholar consultant, Coleman traces Thoreau’s life from his birth
in 1817 in a farmhouse on Virginia Road in Concord, Massachusetts, to his
death at age 44 in a stately home on the Main Street of his native town.
Although a good portion of the film centers on Walden Pond, Coleman does
not allow Thoreau’s legendary time there to overwhelm the fuller life story,
which was more varied, nuanced, and communal than many people realize.
Throughout the film, we are treated to interviews by more than 30
prominent scholars, writers, and activists, among them Robert Gross, Robert
Richardson, Howard Zinn, Robert Bly, and Bill McKibben. But we also hear
from local Thoreauvians, including Concord’s Joseph Wheeler, who was born
on the same farm as Henry, and the late Walter Brain, who notes that the
correct way to pronounce Thoreau’s name is by placing the accent on the
first syllable: THOR-eau. There is also an intriguing visit with video game
developer Tracy Fullerton, who has created a game that allows players to
experience a virtual life at Walden Pond.
As Thoreau did, the film remains mainly in and near Concord but
does venture outside its borders to places he visited, including the Maine
Woods, Staten Island, and Minnesota. At one point, Coleman visits the site
of the Walden Project, an outdoor alternative public education program in
Vergennes, Vermont, serving students in grades 10 to 12. As students read
from well-worn copies of Walden, they show us that Thoreau, so popular
among the children of his own time, can still win the affection of today’s
young. In another significant segment, Coleman interviews members of
Maine’s Penobscot Nation, one of whom, Darren Ranco, is the greatgreat-nephew of Joe Polis, Thoreau’s guide on his third and last trip to the
Maine Woods.
The cinematography, particularly when focused on the natural landscapes,
is beautifully envisioned and edited, and the evocative music, coordinated
by folk musician and composer Dillon Bustin, was taken entirely from the
Thoreau family’s songbook.
To view a trailer for the film, purchase DVDs for home or classroom
viewing, and find dates for future screenings, visit filmsbyhuey.com. It is well
worth the trip.
—Lucille Stott
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Sky Runner: Finding Strength,
Happiness and Balance in Your
Running
By Emelie Forsberg (author) and
Kilian Jornet (photographer)
Blue Star Press, 2018, 178 pages.
ISBN: 978-1-944515-73-7.
Price: $29.99 (hardcover).
I last saw Emelie Forsberg on a
Christmas Eve in Mendoza, Argentina. She
was holding up her then-boyfriend Kilian
Jornet by the waist, helping him walk out
of a bar after celebrating his run of 37 miles
up and down the nearby mountain of Aconcagua, tallest peak in the Western
Hemisphere, in just under thirteen hours. I had also just climbed Aconcagua,
though it had taken me two weeks with a guided expedition.
That was 2014. Jornet was then 27 years old and had recently appeared on
the cover of Outside and been featured in The New York Times Magazine for
his speed-mountaineering exploits. Forsberg, then 28, played a supporting
role to him—to literal effect, as he stumbled out of that Mendoza bar with
an arm slumped over her shoulder—even though she was the reigning female
champion of the Skyrunner World Series, a new sport of running up and
down mountains.
I wondered: When will Forsberg be the center of attention? Now seems
like a fine time. The Swedish athlete is offering a glimpse into her world
with her first book, Sky Runner, which adds to the tally of recent memoirs
by ultrarunners, including Jornet’s Run or Die (London Penguin, 2013) and
Scott Jurek’s North: Finding My Way While Running the Appalachian Trail
(Little, Brown, 2018). While Sky Runner is not the tell-all narrative that
I’d hoped for, it offers a lens into the life of one of the world’s greatest
mountain athletes.
“My hope is that I can motivate others to take their time,” Forsberg writes.
“Take time to run. To stop. To choose a life beyond the ordinary.”
Sky Runner is filled with stunning photographs taken by Jornet. The
two are now engaged, live on the northwest coast of Norway, and continue
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to dominate the world of trail running and ski mountaineering. In 2015,
Forsberg set a new record in Alaska’s Mount Marathon 5k, considered the
toughest 3.1-mile race on the planet, finishing minutes ahead of the next
female, who was the defending NCAA Division I steeplechase champion.
Forsberg really is that fast.
When I met Forsberg and Jornet at Aconcagua, my curiosity was piqued:
What was their secret? We all shared base camp. We all waited in line to use
a rickety outhouse. (One night the wind ripped its tin door off its metal
bolts—the door was reattached, but those sitting inside worried.) I frequently
spied their stockinged legs protruding from their moss-green tent as they
sipped tea inside. They seemed so normal.
Sky Runner divulges few secrets. Forsberg shares recipes, yoga stretches,
and training workouts. I never felt as if I got to know Forsberg herself. She’s
so in the zone that it seems hard for her to explain how she does what she
does. On downhill running, she instructs: “In order to have speed downhill,
it’s important to not look at your feet. You must look ahead of you to be able
to plan each step. You can practice this! Try the next time you run downhill!”
Easier said.
The book ends in 2017 with Forsberg and Jornet on Cho Oyu, the world’s
sixth-highest mountain, without oxygen and with minimal acclimatization.
Jornet is about to go on to challenge the Everest speed record by summiting
in seventeen hours without the assistance of fixed ropes or oxygen. For this
moment though, he plays the supporting role to Forsberg.
—Stephen Kurczy
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A Mountaineer’s Life
By Allen Steck
Patagonia, 2017, 264 pages.
ISBN: 978-1-938340-70-3.
Price: $35 (hardcover).
A good struggle now and then is a tonic,
for while it taxes the leg and arm muscles,
it tends to relax those in the cranial cavity.
			—Allen Steck

In 1940, when Allen Steck was 14, he and his brother took a stroll
in Yosemite. Along the way, they completed the first recorded ascent of the
northwest ridge of Mount Maclure (elevation 12,900 feet) and were back in
camp before dark. Thus began a formidable life in mountaineering.
It’s a life few of us lead, and of those who do, even fewer survive to the age
of 91 to recall it. In A Mountaineer’s Life, Steck’s writing memory is like the
muscle memory he must have needed for summiting Sentinel Rock or the
East Buttress of El Capitan in Yosemite: precise and confident. On Sentinel
Rock, which he climbed in 1950 when he was 24, he and his partner slept on
a ledge so narrow that their shoulders turned sideways. The very image causes
a reader back spasms.
The Tetons. The Dolomites. The Himalaya. The Yukon. Steck seems to
have traversed the world as lightly as he traversed ice and rock. Many of his
stories are bright with humor. After his partner survived a near fatal fall in
Cima Grande in Italy, a priest begged them on his knees not to try again (they
did). In Pakistan, on the way to Payu Peak, an unwelcoming local asked,
“Who is the white infidel?” And on Mount Logan in Canada, from a camp
built atop a cornice with drop-offs of thousands of feet, “the view . . . was
most peaceful, as long as your eyes were closed.”
Other stories are dark. Steck writes of carrying bodies down slopes and
surviving falling rocks “the size of VW buses.” These stories are love letters to
victory, loss, and, of course, mortality. Buried at the bottom of an avalanche,
“I knew I was dead, and said so out loud.” He lived to write the words,
though colleagues did not; he lost them through the years to the mountains
but also to suicide or insanity.
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Steck the writer is deft, and Steck the photographer is glorious. That
tenuous camp on Hummingbird Ridge along Mount Logan is so harrowing
to look at that I had to close the book and then open it again, to make sure
everyone was still safe. I’m awfully glad he took his photos, and awfully glad
I didn’t.
One of the last chapters has a simple question for a title. Everyone choosing
extremity must ask and answer it for themselves: “Is Climbing Worth Dying
For?” Steck’s own answer is graceful, though misty: “The acceptance of
death in mountaineering,” he writes, “remains a remarkable psychological
conundrum.”
As a rule, it’s easier to read about mountains than to climb them. As a
rule, it’s also less satisfying. But rules, like heroic physical feats, are made to
be broken.
—Elissa Ely

Way Out There: Adventures of a
Wilderness Trekker
By J. Robert Harris
Mountaineers Books, 2017, 304 pages.
ISBN: 978-1-68051-120-8.
Price: $18.95 (paperback)
Like many of us, J. Robert Harris
likes to travel. Like some of us, he mostly
travels alone. Like few of us, he travels
astonishing distances to hike even more
astonishing distances.
It began in 1966 when, at 22, he took his
first “impetuous road trip,” driving a battered Volkswagen Beetle 400 miles a day
from New York City to Circle, Alaska. Somewhere during the trip, he realized he was covering the miles without noticing the panoramas. Decades
of remedial hiking followed: in Baffin Island (where preparations included
reading an eight-page, single-spaced “Polar Bear Information Package” from
Parks Canada), along Katahdin’s Knife Edge in whiteout conditions, 100
miles across the Continental Divide, 155 miles in Montana’s Bob Marshall
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Wilderness (here, he comes upon a cowboy, slips him a business card—and
gets a call years later).
His goal is straightforward: “an invigorating, drastically simplified existence where all my earthly possessions are on my back.” As he likes fine things,
these possessions include a flask of 25-year-old Remy Martin and hand-rolled
cigars. Wilderness can’t hold up a quality smoke at the end of the day.
Going solo—“the ultimate detachment” for a man who lives and works in
corporate New York City—comes with challenges. Age, though, is the least
of them. At 50, he trekked to Tasmania, where “you can be exposed to a year’s
worth of weather . . . in a single day.” While there, he traversed the Western
Arthur Mountain Range without signposts or trail markers, in the company
of leeches, wallabies, and platypi, and weather so difficult it once took ten
hours to cover 4 miles.
At 53, he hiked 222 miles along the Canol Heritage Trail in Northern
Canada. At 60, it was 140 miles into the Australian outback with friends. No
trip comes without quirks, stalls, and complications, which make for some
enviable opening sentences: “I’m huddled in an abandoned shepherd hut in
Patagonia in a snowstorm.”
The one journey we don’t hear much about is what it’s like to be a black
man hiking in areas largely lived in by people who aren’t. A teenager in Alaska
assumes Mr. Harris knows Magic Johnson because they share skin color; a
chateau manager in the Alps refuses Harris a room in a mostly empty chateau. He relates these anecdotes factually and unflappably, as if they were bad
weather sightings.
Here is a friendly writer full of good humor and curiosity. If he is also
sometimes a bit too full of detail (we don’t need to know the contents of every
meal), it’s because he is so glad to tell his stories. When you finish the book,
you will miss his company.
—Elissa Ely
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Circle Around Monadnock: Time
Travel with Horses
By Francelia Clark, with Pam Godin
and Shelley Mozier
Bauhan Publishing, 2018, 143 pages.
ISBN: 978-0-87233-252-2.
Price: $19.95 (paperback)
Outdoor enthusiasts seeking a
nonmotorized experience with mountains
typically lace up their hiking boots or strap
on skis or snowshoes with a notion of
ascending the slopes and hoping to reach the
summit. This story of a three-day encounter
with Mount Monadnock in southern New Hampshire provides a refreshing
alternative on two counts. Rather than climb to the peak, three women
circumnavigate its lower elevations. Instead of traveling on foot, they go
on horseback.
Joined by two companions, Francelia Clark sets out on her equestrian
adventure to explore the familiar in a new way and awaken “a fuller firstperson experience with a working animal.” A retired college teacher who grew
up in Washington, D.C., she summered with her family for many years in
southwestern New Hampshire and now lives in the area. As someone who is
familiar with the Monadnock region but spent most of her life elsewhere, she
is perhaps ideally suited to see new things in well-known places.
Lavishly illustrated with contemporary color photographs (many by the
author and her fellow travelers) and historical images, the text is divided into
three main parts, one for each day of the 28-mile, two-overnight ride around
the mountain. Beginning on Close Road in Dublin, the clockwise trip mostly
follows obscure ancient roads connecting colonial settlements. They slept at
a couple of old inns.
Clark ventures out well prepared, not just with gear and equestrian experience, but with a trove of knowledge about the route’s past garnered from
reading histories and diaries, poring over maps and pictures, and talking with
old-timers and historians. This enables her to coax fascinating stories out of
old cellar holes, mill structures, stone walls, fields, and cart paths. Through
these narratives, readers get a sense of the hardscrabble lives led by colonial
settlers, their tenacity eking a living out of the land, their conflicts and fears.
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Clark takes us not just on a trip through a rugged and beautiful landscape
with occasional views of Monadnock, but into a countryside measured in
centuries that heightens awareness and gives depth and meaning to the places
she visits.
Many of the stories are poignant and personal. Some are vividly rendered
beside long ago collapsed fieldstone cellar holes where the subject of the
narrative lived. Such an approach almost invests the tales with an evocative
séance-like quality.
Clark describes many ordinary people who now seem larger than life. In
1754, for example, 50-year-old Benjamin Dole hunted down a bear that had
killed a neighbor’s dog, but when he found the bruin, he became so startled
that he couldn’t fire his gun, and the animal escaped. It was an encounter hard
to live down. Abner Sanger carried his son on his back two miles to and from
school in deep snow for several days in 1794 illustrating hardiness that seems
almost impossible to fathom in today’s world. Passing near the 1783 cellar hole
of Benjamin and Phebe Mason, we learn that Benjamin hunted wolves and is
supposed to have once brought three of them home alive.
These early settlers often journeyed on horseback, so perhaps Clark’s mode
of travel helps her connect with and enliven the past. “Our horses’ performance echoed the role of their forebears,” she acknowledges. “They served
as shapers of our plan, and then steady companions, and cooperative ones.”
Prominently standing alone, the rugged slopes and bare rocky top of
Monadnock have long attracted visitors. Anyone who has enjoyed a climb
or view of the mountain will delight in this horseback journey and find their
understanding of an enchanting place greatly enriched.
—David K. Leff
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The Andes: The Complete History
of Mountaineering in High
South America
By Evelio A. Echevarria
Joseph Reidhead & Co, 2017, 840 pages.
ISBN: 978-1-940777-71-9.
Price: $64.95 (paperback), $19.99 (Kindle).
South America’s first case recorded
in English of competitive mountaineering
was between two New Englanders. The
year was 1911. Annie Peck of Providence,
Rhode Island, and Hiram Bingham of
New Haven, Connecticut, raced to climb
the only peak rising above 23,000 feet in the entire Western Hemisphere—or
so they thought.
More than a mountaineering rivalry, it was a battle of the sexes. At 65,
Peck was more than twice as old as Bingham, a young professor at Yale
University who later became a U.S. senator for Connecticut. Bingham
believed exploration and mountaineering to be a man’s domain. How could
Peck, even if she had climbed the Matterhorn in 1895 (becoming the second
woman to ever do so), have the audacity to consider stepping first atop Peru’s
soaring massif of Coropuna?
“There was no chance of joining forces,” the historian Evelio Echevarria
writes in his new book, The Andes. “Bingham would have never accepted
shared leadership with another, even less a woman. Nor would this very particular woman accept on her limited means to travel in Bingham’s style with
his train of surveyors, geographers and even a secretary.”
The rivalry of Peck and Bingham is one of many surprises of Andean history found in this exhaustive chronicle of mountaineering in South America
by Echevarria, who has also written for Appalachia.* At 840 pages, The Andes
is almost as daunting as the range itself. The appendices stretch nearly 200
pages. The book includes 60 maps. The softcover weighs 6 pounds.
The book was clearly a labor of love for Echevarria, a professor emeritus
of Spanish and Hispanic literature at Colorado State University. Born in 1926
*Echevarria wrote about prehistoric mountain ascents in North America for the Summer 2001
issue of Appalachia and about early mountaineering in Ecuador for the Winter 1984 issue.
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in Santiago, Chile, Echevarria was ticking off first ascents in the Andes at
a young age and chronicling his summits for Revista Andina, then Chile’s
official journal of mountaineering. After being drafted into the Chilean army
and serving with a mountain regiment as a member of the ski troops, he
moved to Colorado to pursue a doctorate. But the Andes kept luring him
back. Echevarria estimates he made 60 trips to South America over the
decades to do research for this book.
“I knew that no other person anywhere had at hand the enormous
amount of historical information I had,” Echevarria said in an interview
with Appalachia. “I also believed that andinismo, that is, mountaineering as
practiced by the South Americans, deserved a wider international recognition.”
The Andes is a hefty addition to mountain literature. For all its pages,
however, many times I was left wanting more specifics, be it about the dueling
personalities of Peck and Bingham, the two Polish dogs that became the first
canines to climb Mount Aconcagua in 1934, or the 300 Norwegian skiers
who delivered mail over Andean passes in the late 1800s. In trying to cover
so much ground, Echevarria had to skim across much of the world’s longest
mountain range.
Still, I have to thank Echevarria for putting me on the trail of Peck
and Bingham. As the New Englanders raced to South America in 1911, by
coincidence they wound up on the same ocean steamer out of Panama City. In
a letter to his wife, Bingham described Peck as a “hard-faced, sharp-tongued
old maid.” The old maid arrived first to Coropuna, raising a triumphant
banner atop the summit with the inscription, “Votes for Women.”
Two months later, after Bingham had made a side trip to inspect some
Inca ruins, he opted for a different route up what he judged to be Coropuna’s
true summit. The American Alpine Club gave him credit for the first ascent.
It was a bittersweet victory.
Coropuna was in fact only about 21,000 feet tall—nearly 2,000 feet shorter
than Aconcagua, the true pinnacle of the Andes far to the south. Moreover,
neither Bingham nor Peck actually stood on the true summit of Coropuna.
The first ascent honor went to an Italian more than four decades later. By
then, however, Bingham’s fame had already been secured for “discovering”
the magnificent Incan city of Machu Picchu in the weeks before climbing
Coropuna. He had Peck to thank for motivating him to go to Peru in the
first place.
—Stephen Kurczy
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Brief Eulogies for Lost Animals: An
Extinction Reader
By Daniel Hudon
Pen & Anvil Press, 2017, 138 pages.
ISBN: 978-0-9916222-8-3.
Price: $9.67 (paperback).
This literary catalog of 100 wildlife
species gone extinct reads like a series of
odes to living creatures. It covers oneninth of all the species that have disappeared since 1500, in heartbreakingly
lovely language. Humans must face the
evidence that the extinction rate has sped
up, author Daniel Hudon writes. “These details need to be brought to light
to make the species come alive, at least in our imagination, to help bring the
enormity of what has and is happening within our grasp.”
Sometimes Hudon addresses a disappeared creature directly: “It isn’t easy
being a minnow,” he writes to the longnose dace, “especially when your universe is a single marsh fed by a pair of hot springs in Banff National Park.”
Tropical fish introduced to the pools ate all of their eggs in less than 70 years.
Or he describes them with poetic distance. “When the pear tree blossoms, one after another begins to appear just as the sun rises,” he writes of the
Urania sloanus, a moth last seen in Jamaica in the late 1890s.
He quotes eyewitnesses, another way of bringing these creatures back to
life. The sound of passenger pigeons, according to a Potawatomi tribe chief,
was “a mingling of sleigh bells, mixed with the rumbling of an approaching
storm.”
Or, he gives an excruciating epithet: “One of the tragic habits of the
Carolina parakeet was for the flock to sweep repeatedly around a wounded or
dead companion, squawking and screeching until they too fell to the hunter.”
The prose is spare and clean. He has studied these animals thoroughly.
Two appendices offer scientific details.
It’s a book read in small spurts, like a hybrid poetry book and many-part
nature essay. Hudon leaves readers staring into space, dreaming of what could
have been.
—Christine Woodside
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Broken October
Crossing Squaw Creek Bridge,
I count petals on the railtrail route
where a monarch lingers by a bee,
and a blue heron stirs a prayer.
In the grasshopper’s grotto
a garter snake basks while
two geese pause and preen
on a sandbar rising from the water.
How long until I see again
a white crane wade,
a red finch sashay, a woolly
bear caterpillar loiter?
Back to autumn’s natural hush,
back to amber and topaz,
back to dried corn husk.
Through a camouflage of leaves
a dapple of light caresses a rabbit carcass.
Laura Sweeney

Laura Sweeney facilitates Writers for Life in central Iowa. She represented the Iowa
Arts Council at the first International Teaching Artist Conference in Oslo, Norway.
Her recent and forthcoming poems appear in Folia, Wordrunner eChapbook, Yellow
Chair Review, One Sentence Poems, Red Savina Review, Main Street Rag, Canadian
Woman Studies, Midwest Review, Aji, Mobius, and the anthologies Nuclear Impact and
Beer, Wine, & Spirits. She is associate editor for Eastern Iowa Review.
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A Peak Ahead

“Reset” in Wild Lands,
and the Crawford Path
Turns 200

B

en Montgomery, the biographer of Appalachian Trail solo
hiker Grandma Gatewood, is working on a story for our next issue of
how he reset his life in the spirit of Gatewood. I like this metaphor of a reset
button for how mountain trails renew my soul, and so do several other writers
in our next issue.
Last year, Montgomery reached a crossroads in his life, and so he hit reset
by taking his three beloved children through the southern Appalachians for
several weeks. Last summer, Massachusetts poet and author Daniel Hudon
hit his own reset button at Medawisla Camp deep in the Maine Woods, where
he immersed himself in birdcalls, rushing wind, lapping water, and his own
thoughts. “When was I ever so lost?” he asks. “Or so ensconced in the present?” Bioethicist Sarah Ruth Bates found herself waiting on a 120-foot-high
granite shelf in Acadia National Park; her essay tells what this perch showed
her about patience.
The Crawford Path’s magnificent roughly eight-mile dirt-and-rock path
from New Hampshire Route 302 to the summit of Mount Washington has
carried foot traffic for 200 years. For many years it was a bridle path too. Stories by various writers and photographs by Joe Klementovich will mark this
trail’s important role in countless pilgrimages and a recent trail renovation
that repaired sections.
Lisa Ballard will explore Montana’s Old North Trail, a migratory route for
people crossing the snow bridge from Siberia 25,000 years ago. And another
piece by Sarah Ruth Bates asks American rock climber Alex Honnold, who
free-soloed El Capitan, where the sport of climbing goes next. Dianne Fallon
will take us up Mount Fuji. Historian Mills Kelly will profile the little-known
“Class of 1951” Appalachian Trail thru-hikers. William Geller will tell more
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Trail workers fixed sections of the iconic Crawford Trail in summer 2018.
JOE KLEMENTOVICH

stories of long-ago Maine sporting camps. And Doug Teschner will return
with a touching essay about guiding a disabled man up a mountain.
Along with these articles will appear our regular Accidents column by
Sandy Stott, who has been traveling around New England talking about the
history of search and rescue as told in his new book Critical Hours (University
Press of New England, 2018); the Alpina department with stories of highaltitude quests and feats; book and media reviews, and poetry. Join us when
the Summer/Fall issue comes out in June.
Christine Woodside
Editor
chris@chriswoodside.com
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Enter the Waterman Fund Essay Contest by February 1
We invite emerging writers to submit personal essays between 2,000 and 3,000
words by February 1, 2019. The topic is . . .
Humor in the Wild
Maybe these scenarios sound familiar. You’re dripping sweat under that pack
you’ve overloaded. You’re on an exposed ridge, the sky blackening, thunder
rolling in. Your stove has malfunctioned. You’re forced to conclude you’ve gotten
the whole party lost. Exhaustion, fear, stupidity: yet you’re surprised to find
yourself laughing.
The mountain world can bring humor unexpectedly into our lives. Perhaps
because the mere act of being in the mountains provides an antidote to the daily
bombardment of the news cycle and the traumas of modern life. Perhaps because
being in the mountains heightens all kinds of human experience. Perhaps because
being in the mountains helps us to remember that life is full of the absurd and
the unexpected.
Does laughing, or just a bemused smile, bring us closer to wildness? Does humor
bring us to the threshold of finding that mysterious something that often eludes
us yet draws us into wild places? Is laughter a natural reaction to wildness—the
wild within responding the wild outside? How and when does humor intersect
with our experience of the wild?

Guy and Laura Waterman spent their lives exploring, living, and writing within the
boundaries of culture and nature, and through our annual essay contest, the Waterman
Fund seeks new voices on the role and place of wilderness in the modern world.
This year we dedicate our contest to the memory of Hannah Taylor, a wilderness runner,
Nordic ski coach, and the beloved sister of our essay contest coordinator and former
winner, Bethany Taylor. Hannah’s sense of humor and zest for life inspire all of us.
Essays will be accepted through February 1, 2019. The winning essayist will be
awarded $1,500. The runner-up essayist will receive $500. Both will be published
on the Waterman Fund website. The winner will be published in Appalachia. Essay
winners will be selected and announced by June 2019.
For the purposes of this contest, an emerging writer is considered someone who has a
solid writing background or interest but has not yet published a major work of prose on
this topic or been featured in national publications. Send inquiries and submissions to
essays@watermanfund.org. You may also submit essays through submittable.com.
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